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Abstract
The Queer Allure of Digital Sociality
by
Benjamin Haber

Advisor: Patricia Clough
This dissertation explores the resonance between queer sociality and emergent forms of
digital communication. Drawing from queer theory and LGBTQ social histories, this
dissertation charts the convergence of digital social modulation with the polyvalence,
promiscuity, and mutability of queer sociality. A close analysis of the infrastructure and
design of Facebook, Snapchat, Grindr, and other queered social media platforms
demonstrates how digital capitalism’s desire for lifelong compulsive engagement is in part
facilitated by an appropriation of the ongoingness of queer sexuality and relationality. In
highlighting the key role of temporality, aesthetic, and affect in regulating the creation and
circulation of digital media, this dissertation frames a socio-political landscape that has
moved away from the rational human subject. To engage with this developing landscape, a
genealogy of queer computation and an analysis of corporeal and ecological data systems
are presented to suggest a generative, digital, queer method.
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Introduction
The queer allure of the digital is a paradoxical attraction. The sprawling computational
networks quantifying and modulating everyday life operate in ways that, at first blush, seem
far from queer. Indeed, the mathematical ordering and control promised by digital systems
evoke words that could be antonyms for queer’s many definitions: categorizing, binary,
determining, normalizing. And there is plenty of support for this vision of digital sociality:
from Target’s algorithmic prescience of your daughter's pregnancy (Duhigg 2012) to the
transphobic and anti-drag queen real name policy of the world's largest social network
(Safronova 2014), one can see a broad cultural straightening, where the social life of the
digital encourages us to be accountable to norms, sortable into prearranged categories and
smoothly plugged into networks of alluring advertisements and sneaky surveillance.

And yet, queer culture seems to be thriving in the digital era. Non-binary identities and
queer perspectives have never been more visible on sites like Tumblr and Twitter, Facebook
now acknowledges a vast array of gender identity choices, and Okcupid aggressively
promotes their recognition of an array of non-standard relationships and sexual identities.
In a digital analogy to the mainstream appropriation of queer aesthetics,1 location-based
hook-up apps like Grindr have provided a model for companies like Tinder, while queer
traditions of promiscuous sexual cruising are becoming universalized with apps like
Snapchat. It seems like nearly every year a new study circulates suggesting that young
people are moving away from the hetero/homo binary (Dahlgreen 2015) and labels around
sexuality in general (Lawson 2017).

1 There are many examples of this, from the styles of disco to the now fading “metrosexual” phenomenon to the
emergence of so-called “butch chic” (Wilkinson 2015)
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Figure 1: Screenshots from Vice’s Snapchat Stories. Left March 9, 2017 and Right February 14, 2017

This paradox plays out in the academy as well. Whether because of the seeming
epistemological incompatibility, or because of its origins in the (historically) computationally
adverse sections of the humanities, queer theory has until quite recently largely ignored
digital sociality, despite early and enthusiastic queer use of the internet (Shaw 1997;
Campbell 2004). With the recent rise of the so-called digital humanities, and the uptick in
funding initiatives for computational work in the humanities and social sciences2, we have
seen new queer attention to the digital, evident in an increasing clip of conferences,3 books
(McGlotten 2014; Payne 2014; Siebler 2016) and entire special issues of non-queer
academic journals (Shaw and Sender 2016) devoted to the topic. Some of this work is

2 The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation has been particularly active
3 Including my own, see http://queercircuits.com/
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highly inventive, and the insights of its authors are relied upon throughout this dissertation.
However, in an odd bit of table setting, too much queer digital theory maintains the
normalizing, categorizing, binary and determining discourse of quantification and calculation
in order to then suggest a queer intervention (see for example, Manning and Stern 2016;
Browne and Nash 2010a; Chapter 4) 4. In part, this is because of the queer theoretical
attachment to the verb form of queer (as in queering the digital), a framing that offers an
expansive view of the field (anything can be queered) and maximum discursive malleability.

This preference for the verb form of queer is arguably baked into the epistemology, as the
deconstructive focus on gender and sexuality itself breaks down into intersectional and
performative reads of identity, corporeality and relationality. While this expansive verbing
has broadened the reach of queer theorization to topics as diffuse as academic method
(Browne and Nash 2010b), tourism (Johnston 2005), managerial practices (Parker 2002)
and The Middle Ages (Burger and Kruger 2001), David Halperin has suggested that such
wide-ranging engagement has normalized queer theory, becoming at times simply a
fashionable way to say postmodernism (Halperin 2003). Halperin is particularly suspicious of
the ease in which queer theory has been embraced by academia since the first use of the
term in 1990, suggesting that part of the explanation is the elevation of theory over queer,
leading to the dulling of queer as a “generic badge of subversiveness” (ibid., 341). One
danger of getting too comfortable with queering then, is that it loses track of what was
unique or compelling about the lives and ideas of those with marginalized gender and/or
sexual identities. While I am less pessimistic about the breadth of the moves to queer, in
suggesting resonances between queer and digital social forms, I put the focus back on

4 While queer theory has had a hard time encountering the computational, the long history of interdisciplinary work
on queer and gay digital cultures—starting at least as early as David F. Shaw’s 1997 study of Internet Relay Chat
(IRC) rooms—provides invaluable historical context, both of queer digital practice and the epistemologies that
frame them.
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queer as both subject and object; on the sedimentation of politics and practices that
constitute queer sociality in and outside of the academy.

The key to the paradox of the queer digital is the resonance between queer sociality and the
logics of digital capitalism. The breakdowns of capital made digital—the reconfiguration of
family, community, identity, and body—parallel many of the concerns of queer theorists
who have focused particular attention to critiquing the stability of the individual body,
subject and social form. Nigel Thrift sees this as capitalism’s attempt at reinvention through
the creation of a digitally based “expressive infrastructure” (2012, 143) designed to
modulate intimacy and desire unbound by the rhythms of 20th century time or limitations of
physical space. Predictably, the rapid circulation of queer affects has led to profitable
backlash, a “straight” retrenchment to the safety of monogamous attachments to a
corporate internet, predictable temporality and normative familial structure. In other words,
the commodification of queer social forms secures an anxious attachment to a securitized
internet that centralizes profits and forecloses digital imaginaries. The bio and necropolitics
of the digital needs queer interrogation, but the digital also provides an opportunity to
reevaluate the politics and promise of queerness, to consider when and why queer becomes
profitable and/or popular, and to analyze which people and what ideas get excluded or
elevated in queer discourse.

For a discourse rooted in performance theory, queer work on the digital has, with important
exceptions, largely shied away from performing world-making visions for computation.
While the digital humanities and digital capitalism emphasize making and creation—in other
words on a knowing that is both generative and performative—in large part queer work on
the digital stays in a critical position. There are compelling arguments to be made that this
is the only justifiable stance in the current culture of the internet; a landscape where
attention and capital are rapidly consolidating and both state and malicious non-state actors
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have access to vast amounts of personalized data. While the first two chapters of this
dissertation stay firmly within critique, Chapter 3 suggests concerns about the queer critical
reflex while Chapter 4 attempts to imagine a performative and generative vision for the
queer digital.

It should be noted that while this work is largely about the financialization of queer sociality,
I am not suggesting that executives or engineers at companies like Snapchat or Facebook
are purposefully integrating queer ideas into digital products. Indeed, while I would not be
surprised if some of the people running these companies had some familiarity with the kinds
of theory and social history I reference5, I make no assumptions to that effect. Instead, I
want to suggest that queerer orientations to body, community and self profitably resonate
with digital capitalism’s orientation towards novelty, motion, and complexity. To better
understand this connection it is important to explore the variegated uses of queer discourse
that have informed this project.

Queer Terminology
Queer theory is a complicated and contradictory body of work that has an increasingly
expansive purview. In the academy, the language of queerness tends to be elastic and more
purposefully performative; queer is equally comfortable as noun, verb or adjective. On top
of that, the word “queer” has an active life outside the academy, contextually ranging in
valence and meaning to signify slur, subculture, and solidarity. Queerness sometimes
appears as its own letter at the end of the LGBT and sometimes functions as a stand-in for
all the letters. In almost any context, queer feels deliberate, yet somehow playfully
imprecise. The roaming signification of queerness mirrors that of the digital, a concept

5 In particular, the companies selling digital intimacy that are profiled in Chapter 3
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whose precise definition matters less and less as a broadening cultural importance
encourages a polyvalence where context is essential.6

Some of the most influential queer thinkers have used the language of queerness in creative
ways, allowing a productive ambiguity rather than strict definition. For example, in the
introduction to Jasbir Puar’s classic Terrorist Assemblages (2007), she mobilizes “queerness
as a process of racialization” (xi) queerness as “optic” (xiii), a “queer methodological
philosophy” (xv), “queer sensibility” (xv), “queer physicality” (xxiii), “the queer terrorist”
(xxiv) and “queer liberal formations to queer diasporic subjects” (xxvi). While this may
seem queerly broad in list form, in context this language play is clear. More importantly for
my work, allowing queer to hold multiple meanings simultaneously is part of Puar’s
sophisticated engagement with the field of queer politics and practices, a positioning of
queerness as “an assemblage that is spatially and temporally contingent” (ibid., 204). This
queer contingency allows her project to be both sharply critical and invested, a positionality
that I share.

Building on this tradition, my work engages a number of interrelated but distinct uses of
queer, queerness and queering that are not always explicitly defined but I attempt to make
contextually understandable. There are times when queer is a subject position or group
identity—queer people or queer organizations—but no doubt a complicated and
contradictory one considering the long-standing tradition of queer theoretical critiques of
stable and immutable identity. But it is useful as a Weberian ideal type, especially to
highlight a major and widespread cultural and political division within people and groups
who have ties to a non-normative sexual identity. This usage sometimes demonstrates the

6 Digital can too be a noun, adjective or verb, and its contextual meanings are both overlapping and disparate: the
digital is a process (digitization), a culture or a language, and speaks to the haptic (the digits that operate our
phones and computers), the ghostly (a materiality that suggests itself only when something is wrong) and/or the
wealthy (a receptacle for global wealth)
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different political ideologies of groups like Sylvia Rivera Law Project and the Empire State
Pride Agenda7 or it might suggest two different socio-cultural norms—those who reflect
what Lisa Duggan has called the “homonormative” (2003) 8; subjects who Jasbir Puar would
note are increasingly being folded into “homonationalist” (2007) 9 discourses and
ideologies—and those folks (by choice or necessity) participating in a more radical tradition
where the politics of embodiment and identity cut deep and suggest queer solidarities.

In other words, queerness sometimes refers to a culture, to the lived experiences and
ideologies of people and groups who call themselves queer, which overlaps with but is
distinct from queerness as politics, which defines itself in opposition to the normalizing and
essentializing mainstream LGBT rights movement. More frequently in this text however,
queer refers to a sociality: the becoming formal of the particular patterns of social life and
interaction (sometimes literally codified in form, sometimes ephemeral) largely fostered by
LGBTQ identifying people. To name a sociality queer does not mean it was “invented” or
only practiced by LGBTQ-identified people. Rather, in the context in which I am focusing—
namely the US from the mid-twentieth century onward—it speaks to the particular social
forms and styles of sociality that were central to LGBTQ culture and quite marginal
otherwise. For example, the intimate cultures I explore in Chapter 3 are not exclusive to
gay men, but it is a widely shared practice, rooted in a particular history of exclusion and
marginalization, that is now part of the social heritage of queer culture. Similarly, the role of
community plays a critical and sustaining role for many marginalized people, but as I show
in Chapter 1, for queer folks it was central to the formation of contemporary LGBTQ identity
as such.

7 See Chapter 1 for more on the difference between these groups
8 "A politics that does not contest dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions, but upholds and
sustains them, while promising the possibility of a demobilized gay constituency and a privatized, depoliticized gay
culture anchored in domesticity and consumption" (Duggan 2003, 50)
9 An emergent “national recognition and inclusion” that has produced a “form of sexual exceptionalism… that
corresponds with the coming out of the exceptionalism of the American empire” (Puar 2007, 2)
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Of course, in the context of queer theory, queerness shifts again. Queer in this case
typically refers to an epistemology and/or ontology, which is to say a way of understanding
and a way of being. My discussions of queer temporality in Chapter 2 and my development
of queerness as method in Chapter 4 are examples of this kind of writing. My engagement
with queer theory loosely mirrors the arch of major concerns in the field, broadly conceived
as a shift from questions of identity, representation and association to ones of embodiment,
affect and ontological interconnection and vulnerability. This shift has reverberated across
queer and feminist theorizing, and is reflected in a variety of turns: ontological, corporeal,
affective and the so-called new materialism. While I explore this realignment of attention
more fully in Chapter 4, I mention it now to highlight that some of the shifts in my usage of
queer are meant to reflect the changing field, that conversations around queer community
and queer ontology sound different because the literature and discursive norms are
different.

This last point speaks to another parallel between the discourses of queer theory and the
digital: writing about either topic is a surefire way to quickly be marked as dated. These are
technologies that move quickly and look uncomfortable situated in the stability of a book. Of
course, my hope is that even after Snapchat and Grindr are replaced by augmented reality
glasses or organic digital-brain interfaces my analysis will still provide lessons. Indeed, as I
will demonstrate in Chapters 1 and 3, many of the emergent technologies frequently hailed
as new or “disruptive” build on or engage with long histories of digitally mediated behavioral
patterns.

In some usages queer reflects an association with, or ontological orientation towards,
indeterminacy. This alignment with indeterminacy has followed queer theorizing through the
various turns and is arguably the cornerstone of queer politics (along with a critical
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orientation to normativity). With the body, queers demand a recognition of plasticity, social
influence and a structurally-aware self-determination. Queer discourse on identity rejects
sexuality or gender as determined by birth or consistent throughout life. Queerness in this
usage suggests a fundamental openness that highlights the vulnerability of all life, unevenly
distributed but with a hopefulness that comes from an orientation to a future not fully
determined by the past.

Of course, not surprisingly for a field born during the worst of the queer death and violence
of AIDS, there is a significant amount of work that rejects a queer politics of optimism and
futurity. Leo Bersani and Lee Edelman are major figures in what has been called queer
theory’s anti-relational or anti-social turn. In Homos, Bersani famously describes the
political possibilities of the homo as a “redefinition of sociality so radical that it may appear
to require a provisional withdrawal from relationality itself” (1996, 7). Edelman's canonical
polemic No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive articulates a proudly negative vision
of queerness in opposition to an implicitly heteronormative “reproductive futurism” (2004).
You will find the influence of this work mainly in Chapter 3, though there are echoes of it in
my engagement with the performance studies literature, and the work of José Muñoz in
particular, whose Cruising Utopia responds to these tendencies and articulates a vision of
queerness as futurity, a “not yet here” (2009, 1).

While breaking down the various types of mobilizations can be clarifying, my fluid
movement between them in this text is meant to reflect the fundamental instability of
queerness as a concept, where theory, lived experience and identity are in constant
interrelation. While in some ways distinct, the example of “queer space” highlights some
porousness between these different usages. To talk about public space as queer, implicitly
(if not explicitly) references theories of queer geography, and is an abstraction that already
places the work within a theoretical literature. Queer space usually means the space is
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popular with LGBTQ identified folks and at minimally aligned with the values of LGBTQ
identified cultures and politics. It also references a sociality: a style (affective, aesthetic,
material) of interaction and patterned behavior that marks a space as queer.

There are other ways I mobilize queerness or let its complicated and roving signification
shade my usage. Many of the Oxford English Dictionary’s definitions inform the queer
genealogy I build: “conspicuously odd or peculiar,” “to disconcert, perturb, unsettle,” “to put
out of order; to spoil”. The contrarian common thread of these definitions is no doubt in part
why it has felt so fitting to mobilize queer as a verb; there is a camp edge to the discourse
of queerness and an implied (though contested [see Wiegman and Wilson 2015]) rejection
of the normative. By embracing the performative and indeterminate nature of queer
discourse in my work, I look to place my work in a tradition of critical thought that cuts
across discipline, is internally polymorphous and “radically anticipatory, trying to bring a
world into being” (Berlant and Warner 1995, 344). The multiplicitous language of queerness
centers me in this messy discourse even as I critique it.

The Datalogical Turn
The allure of data is a fundamentally anxious one: a field of capital, attention and feeling
that is paradoxically both villain and savior of America's waning global hegemony. At the
same time digitally rendered automation is making vast swaths of the labor force obsolete,
a growing flood of money, attention and jobs flow to the speculative digital economy. I use
the term speculative in this case to reflect the massive disjunction between the valuations
of digital and biodigital corporations and their profitability. While a few digital companies
have successfully managed to turn massive earnings and user engagement into spectacular
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paydays for investors10, the digital economy is still largely structured by a fantasy of the
(bio)digital future, where investors place bets on which start-ups have the potential to
centralize engagement, create new markets, and become the next Facebook or Google.
Even companies like Amazon, whose massive valuation surpasses all other publically traded
department stores in the United States combined (Desjardins 2016), is not expected to
make a profit, as investors remain happy for Amazon to reinvest that capital to secure its
potential future dominance (Markman 2017).

As the tracking of our everyday activities becomes increasingly networked and monetized,
the “geospatialization” of calculation allows the collection of data about even the most
“casual” and unthought movements and interactions, both human and non (Crandell 2010).
The turn to the body through ongoing monitoring of movement (mostly through GPS,
pedometers, gyroscopes and accelerometers) and increasingly biometrics (tracking skin
temperature, heart rate, sweat, etc.) provides a “voluntary” route to collect data that while
valuable now, is accumulated as part of the speculative reinvention of the economy. Nigel
Thrift has written about the emergence of “knowing capitalism” (2005)— where capital
accumulation emerges less from human labor and more on the “collective, living know-how
able to be captured by networked computation” (2012, 146)— as the second industrial
revolution (ibid., 144). This is the real subsumption of Marx, a reorganization of labor that
centralizes the networked body and sociality, where “capital has begun to accumulate from
within the very viscera of life" (Clough 2008, 14).

Trackers, biometrics and digital emotional proxies11 put increasing capital and attention into
the affective and non-conscious. This emphasis on pre-cognitive incitement has led Steve

10 These companies are typically known as “unicorns” to signal their rarity
11 If biometrics can be used to track affect, emotion puts words to a feeling and can be “read” through simple text
analysis or something like Facebook’s emoji based “Feeling/Activity” indicator (Boesel 2013)
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Goodman and Luciana Parisi to warn of an era of “mnemonic control” (2011). This is a
control beyond the biopolitical creation and management of populations (Clough and Willse
2011), that seeks “the production of unlived memory, a preemptive memory of the future
that does not oppose, but rather allies itself with, uncertainty and indeterminacy” (Goodman
and Parisi 2011, 165). The mnemonic digital landscape requires the careful presentation of
the fruits of consumer data so this corporate prescience doesn’t feel like a diminishment of
agency. A New York Times article on the use of location based alerts in sporting events
offers a window into the fine line companies walk as they navigate the uncanny valley
between delightful serendipity and creepy predestination:
Robert Bowman, president and chief executive of MLB Advanced Media, the Internet
arm of Major League Baseball, said stadiums were becoming “crucibles for
technology.” But he said there was bold line between gentle marketing pitches and
obnoxious upselling.
Where is that line?
“Welcome back, and last time you bought this jersey. This week, do you want to buy
this jersey?” Mr. Bowman said, composing an unattractive smartphone
advertisement on the fly. “To me, that’s crass commercialism.”
(Wingfield 2014)

This is a line that already accepts a future of personalized, geolocated advertisements:
where hoped-for future behavior is nudged in a way that feels natural and surely not crassly
commercial. It is no wonder then that both popular and academic writing about the digital is
increasingly dystopian (Goldberg 2016), never more so than after the 2016 US presidential
election, which in a moment seemed to mark the end of the waning “Arab Spring” era
optimism and more generally satirized the much lauded revolutionary potential of
networked technologies. This digital dystopianism finds its mirror in the utopian boosterism
of the technology industry that celebrates the “free” products that “disrupt” seemingly all
industries, profiting through a range of free and contingent labor. The unashamed
celebration of disruption—of lives, livelihoods and established modes of living and knowing—
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is perhaps the most overused buzzword of the tech industry and speaks to the blinding
power of utopian thought in digital capitalism.

While the denigration of fleshy, emotional humans in favor of rational machines has a long
history, the phenomena my colleagues and I have termed “the datalogical turn” (Clough, et
al. 2014) performs the absurdity of that distinction by literally being too much, too fast and
too complex to understand. There is an allure even to this literal inconceivability of data;
few can imagine what 2.5 quintillion bytes12 even means, but we all know that it is massive
and getting larger. The materiality of the datalogical turn is a ghostly network of rural
warehouses near cheap electricity storing multiple copies of what would have not even been
considered “data” until recently13. The ‘collect it all and figure out how it is useful later’
mentality turns data into an almost mystical force, seemingly confirmed by uncanny and
prescient encounters with algorithmic sociality. The dark magic in science fiction data
imaginaries, from Minority Report to Person of Interest, seem to jump from the screen when
Target makes a potion with your shopping data and divines your pregnancy (Duhigg 2012).

That data is justified paradoxically in the service of knowing while being so excessive as to
be unthinkable is reflected in the current status of deep learning and “neural networks,”
explored in Chapter 4. Neural networks, so-called because their architecture is modeled on
our limited understanding of the human brain, are radically changing fields like medicine
and robotics. These computational systems look for patterns, create rules to find
correlations and network them together to “learn” how to solve problems. What is
particularly notable about these processes is that their problem solving capacity has far
outpaced their explanatory power (Andrews, Diederich, and Tickle 1995). In other words,

12 The amount of data collected every day in 2013, according to IBM (Jacobson 2013)
13 Here you might imagine the “data” of cursor movements or the increasingly lucrative data of what your pet is
doing while you are at work
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these networks can learn how to do something without a commensurate ability to show
why. For example, by feeding sets of images with correlated cancer diagnosis, neural
networks can “learn” to spot cancer from internal imaging (and can already do it at a level
higher than an average doctor), but how that diagnosis was made and why the cancer
developed remains “black boxed” even from the human who created the network
(Mukherjee 2017). This kind of computational decision making furthers a general movement
from causation to correlation, where precise knowing is less important that the ability to
affect and be affected. In theory, these networks could be used in tandem with doctors to
provide more explanatory power to the diagnosis, but if the cheap diagnosis gets severed
from the expensive labor of the doctor, you can bet that the disruptions to that industry will
be massive.

Academia outside the natural sciences has also been widely “disrupted” by the digital. No
longer confined to the nebulous “digital humanities,” computational methods and the
analysis of computational culture are increasingly emphasized across the humanities as the
dismal math of the doctoral student looks a bit brighter if you have a digital component to
your scholarship. The social sciences have a more mixed engagement with the digital, with
some disciplines like economics and political science embracing computational methods
while others, like sociology, have only recently begun a serious reckoning with the new
ways of the digital.

Perhaps this slow uptake is because sociologists have historically been seen as innovators
when it comes to quantitative forms of knowing (Savage and Burrows 2007, 888). Despite
ever more sophisticated statistical treatments however, the now over 40 year old social
survey remains the heart of quantitative methodology in a radically changed context. And
while declining response rates, a constraining nation-based framing and competition from
privately-funded surveys have all decreased the efficacy of academic survey research (ibid.,
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890), nothing has threatened the discipline like the uptake of social analysis by the central
engines of the bleeding edge of American capitalism. A hypothetical question in Erez Aiden
and Jean-Baptiste Michel’s Uncharted: Big Data as a Lens on Human Culture speaks to this
bubbling sense of disciplinary crisis:
Which would help you more if your quest was to learn about contemporary human
society—unfettered access to a leading university’s department of sociology, packed
with experts on how societies function, or unfettered access to Facebook, a company
whose goal is to help mediate human social relationships online? (2013, 12)
Of course, the question is rhetorical, and the threat implied: sociology has already been left
behind, and the best we can hope for is access. While Aiden and Michel emphasize the allure
of this data—they frame meetings with Google as an “irresistible… mating dance” (ibid., 22)
and gushingly write of “simple and beautiful” formulas (45), “strange, fascinating and
addictive” methods (22), that produce “intriguing, perplexing and even fun” conclusions
(119)—it is an allure that feels like Stockholm Syndrome, a cheery face behind the cloud of
existential erasure14.

Sociology and Queer Theory
There is no doubt that centering my research in the interdisciplinary fields of queer theory
and media studies makes it less legible as sociology. And indeed, in terms of methodology,
epistemology and discourse my dissertation makes significant breaks from sociological
tradition. While I may stray from sociological orthodoxy, I am glad to be writing both from
and about sociological history, because my work is all about the generative power of
sociality. However, this history can quickly become a millstone during periods of rapid social
change, structuring assumptions of futurity in the epistemologies of the past. In mixing
theory with experiments in digital method rather than relying on more recognizable

14 See my piece in boundary2 for more on Uncharted (Haber 2015)
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sociological methods and theory, I suggest that the datalogical turn requires a fundamental
realignment of the sociological project. In fact, despite the lack of queer digital
engagement, I think queer theory is actually better equipped than sociology to facilitate an
encounter with computational sociality.

For Sharif Mowlabocus, the early uptake of digital technologies by queers is in part a
reflection of the similarities between what he calls cyberspace and the social spaces of
queer life:
It is here that we begin to see the parallels between cyberspace and les/bi/
gay/queer space emerging. The latter are often conceptualised as unstable and
contested sites of power in much the same way as cyberspaces are. Wakeford’s
comment that cyberspace possesses a ‘multifaceted, multilayered’ nature, could just
as easily be applied to discussions of gay pride marches, lesbian social spaces, bars,
nightclubs, health centres, or cruising grounds. (2010, 11)
The queerness of the internet is abundant: nonlinear, filled with contingent identities and
spectral bodies— the digital contains overlapping networks of “community” based around
affinity and attraction. The digital is also filled with those bits of marginalia that queer
theorists have long argued were telling, fragments that have historically been excluded from
archives as insignificant but are now helping to create more robust consumer portraits for
advertisers. The pleasure of sex and chat and its various temporalities (hours “wasting” on
Grindr or Facebook) has made the queer time of sex and relationality the first stop of
capitalism’s “micro-sociological turn” (Thrift 2012, 148).

Social connection is an almost unfathomably big business, and companies like Facebook,
Twitter and a million upstarts have a voracious appetite for difference. It’s worth baldly
stating: these are sociological companies, with expansive yet instrumental interests,
involved in not just knowing, but actively modulating social life. In essence, the speeding up
and spreading out of data infrastructures is pushing the economy closer to the sublimated
desire that has always haunted sociology: the bringing to measure of all sociality (Clough,
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et al. 2014). The datalogical turn therefore represents the “coming out” of a sociological
unconscious that has long felt the allure of speedy social engineering without representation
(Clough et al. 2014). Largely unable to match the intensity of capital’s digital methods
however, sociology has responded by doubling down on positivism, empiricism and
representation (Clough 2010; Clough et al. 2014), hoping that this rigorous scientism will
hold back the methodological and epistemological promiscuity of data capitalism (Boyd and
Crawford 2011).

While sociology either rejects the analysis of data capitalism as unscientific or struggles to
catch up through attempts at data mining and web scraping, the datalogical turn highlights
some fundamental weaknesses of sociological orientations to data, especially quantitative
ones. For example, in inferential statistics, achieving a representative sample to generalize
a larger population requires a certain level of survey participation. As response rates decline
this becomes increasingly challenging to achieve, requiring ever more complicated statistical
techniques to compensate (Burrows and Savage 2007, 890). Contrast this with the alwayson data of environmental sensors, transactional sales data or the freely given labor of
creating minable media for Facebook or Instagram. As the production of data points become
increasingly compulsory in order to enjoy the benefits of citizenship and commerce, and as
the American people become increasingly defined by the population-making activities of
data capitalism, making claims about a public via systematic sampling becomes
unnecessary.

Because descriptive statistics requires knowledge of an entire population, they tend to
conform to state and national boundaries, and rely heavily on snapshot demographic
information collected infrequently, usually census information updated only every ten
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years15. For Bruno Latour and his colleagues, the disjuncture between the relative simplicity
of social scientific methods of data collection and the complexity of social life has
necessitated theoretical shortcuts—like the division between micro and macro or individual
and structure—that have become fundamental to most sociological work (Latour et al.
2012). With the rise of digital data collection however, these shortcuts are no longer as
necessary: we can now trace and visualize exactly how sociality aggregates into form
(ibid.). While Latour and his collaborators are enthusiastic about this challenge to
sociological orthodoxy, the politics of this flattening are murky.

We can see this in the way that location “is increasingly an important proxy for all manner
of sociological information; indeed to the extent that there is no need for other social
measures” (Savage and Burrows 2007, 892). If location alone can productively serve as a
social proxy for characteristics like race and class, imagine both the power and the erasure
that can occur in combining location with purchasing data and social media information—
blackness can be policed, managed and jailed without ever calling it race. However, if data
can flatten, queerness can tease apart. The queer epistemological troubling of predictable
demographic populations (showing, for example, how race or sexuality can be constituted in
an event), and the feminist legacy of complicating the ways that demographic
characteristics are always already bound up with each other allows for political and nuanced
reads of location without the flattening of tracing or the slow vagueness of sociological
notions of structure.

However, the datalogical turn troubles an even more fundamental part of the sociological
project: the finding of durable and predictable social patterns. While sociology has long had
a complicated relationship with the idea of the social fact, claim making about patterned

15 The American Community Survey, also conducted by the US Census Bureau, is done yearly, but is also under
constant threat of budget cuts
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sociality based on past data remains at the heart of most sociological inquiry. The goal of
more process oriented data systems is typically more futural; not telling us what has been
the case, but both showing and engaging with social change. Facebook is far more
interested in how people will be using the internet than how they have been using it, and
they use algorithmic tweaks to preempt or prehend the social reality to come rather than
predicting future social conditions based on slices of an already outdated social life that has
been artificially frozen.

This action-oriented, recursive loop between knowing and influencing is another place that
queer theorists are better equipped to engage with. Much of quantitative sociology remains
committed to the idea of detached, observable, empirical truth. While an acknowledgement
of the entanglement between researcher and research is more common with qualitative
sociologists, it is often pro forma or bashful. Queer epistemology, like data capitalism,
rejects observation without influence; both feminist and queer research is often explicitly
framed as always already world-making and therefore political action (Boellstorff 2010, 178;
Nash 2010).

Queer theorists’ explicit political orientation to research should oblige them to get involved
in the tight feedback loops between understanding and influencing, loops that increasingly
get completed prior to any conscious awareness of the human. The Fitbit, for example,
interprets GPS data and heart rate as a proxy for a variety of fitness information and feeds
that information to the user as biometric incitement and risk coding. While queers must
reject and critically interrogate the “liberal eugenics of lifestyle programming” (Puar 2012,
153), the possibilities of queerly driven feedback loops of quantitative sensing and response
have barely been explored.
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In addition, the non-representational sociality of data capitalism, which is to say a social
that does not always flow through the figure of a human subject, should offer new
opportunities for queer theorists who have long bristled at the rather singular way in which
sociality is conceived in sociology: as the conscious reflections of individual humans taken
collectively. While the language-based and rational epistemology of social constructionism
remains in vogue among sociologists, queer theorists are involved in a more complicated
discussion between conscious reflection, embodiment and the affective.

Early queer and feminist writing that complicates the hard distinctions between self and
non-self, body and mind and nature and culture (Martin 1995; Grosz 1994; Haraway 1990)
now looks prescient, resonating with the weird temporalities of epigenetics (Landecker
2011), entangled ontologies of physics (Barad 2007) and new understandings of
embodiment and materiality (Coole and Frost 2010). There is a bubbling sense in academia
that the epistemologies that backstop the logic of the disciplines—the cleaving of the social
from the natural, and the collective social from the individual body-brain—make less and
less sense in a world of quickening boundary crossing. But while this realization slowly
restructures calcified divisions, the speculative bio-digital economy is foundationally
interdisciplinary. The incredible queerness of the human body, reaching across time and
space, networked with a variety of technical systems and both human and nonhuman
organisms, can be mobilized to sell products and services or to help foster stronger
connections and mutual aid. The limits of the subject as heuristic have never been clearer;
it is literally impossible to untangle the data clouds that our digital lives make and unmake.
It is critical that queer theorists do not leave this landscape to those who wish to exceed the
capacities of subjectivity in order to profitably exploit the acute vulnerabilities of networked
life.
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On Epistemology: How to Read this Dissertation
To read this dissertation is an intimate investment in my particular relationship to
queerness, since these are the politics and epistemologies that have shaped my orientation
to the world. Because of the wide field of queer discourses and queered mobilizations, it is
perhaps particularly important that I speak to my own paradoxical relationship to queer
identity, since it has surely shaped the focus and biases of this dissertation. I identify with
having the privileges (and misfortunes) of being a white, cisgendered, gay male, though I
prefer queer or even faggot to “gay male.” This history and embodiment reflects my
dissertation’s focus on forms of social life that have particular resonance with gay men; the
cultures of cruising and casual sex referenced in Chapters 2 and 3, for example.

More than an identity however, queerness has always been most resonant for me as a
feeling and as an affect, which is to say as a bodily capacity and preconscious sensation that
speaks to the most idealistic vision of what I call community in Chapter 1. This is a tradition
where the loss of the self is not always a loss at all, but a subsumption into other bodies, a
felt solidarity and active mutual aid. This is also a genealogy that is not specific to gay men,
but is more rooted in lesbian social worlds and in the queer alliances during the worst of the
HIV crisis. I no longer speak of my own queer world as a community, but I have been raised
in a variety of scenes one might identify as communities, none of which were dominated by
people who call themselves gay men.

Queerness is also in my biological family. My only sibling is a queer artist, social worker,
performer and curator who cofounded the Sick Collective, which organized events exploring
the intersections of queerness and sickness. His work and my conversations with him have
been influential in my thinking about queerness as an embodiment and as a capacity, which
have been abstracted into many of the themes of Chapter 4.
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While each chapter stands alone, there is a linear trajectory if you care to follow it. The four
chapters of this dissertation move from established fields to speculative ones, from the built
architectures of social media to the still emergent technologies that track the body in
motion. While I incorporate many examples from the tech world, the first three chapters
each focus on a different social media company that has fundamentally altered patterns of
sociality.

Chapter one’s focus is Facebook, so geographically and demographically ubiquitous that it
no longer requires description. The oldest of the social media platforms I look at, Facebook
has constantly changed its platform and bought others since its launch as thefacebook.com
in 2004. Now with over 2 billion active users, Facebook has transformed social media from a
youth curiosity to a central conduit for interpersonal communication, news, commerce and
networking. Facebook is followed by upstart Snapchat in Chapter two. A disappearing image
messaging service that has expanded into a multimedia platform and technology company,
Snapchat’s relatively small user base belies its influence. Wildly popular both with younger
Americans and global investors, Snapchat’s monetization of ephemerality has been quickly
incorporated into “legacy” social media like Facebook and Facebook-owned Instagram.

Chapter 3 focuses on Grindr, and to a lesser extent Tinder, two apps that have in different
ways radically changed how people meet and encounter others for sex and dating. Grindr’s
simple “cascade” of (mostly) gay men organized by distance has been widely and profitably
replicated, creating an intimate digital landscape with layers of geolocated erotic potential
above and below the older infrastructures of queer sociality. Tinder’s success both marks
the crossover of the form to straight people and highlights the transformation of Facebook
beyond a social network; Facebook-based identity verification along with an extremely
simple swiping interface helped bring the “hook-up app” beyond a gay context for the first
time.
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Chapter four breaks this format, focusing not on a particular case study but rather a variety
of bio-digital projects and trends that highlight the intensification of techno-scientific
modulation of life and bodies. I show how these interventions share some surprising
resonances with the epistemologies of queer theory, and explore an alternate genealogy of
computation that shows a deep entanglement with queer life and ideas. This alternative
genealogy leads me to propose a new direction for queer method, moving away from the
insistence of critique towards generative queer world building through the appropriation and
creation of digital technologies. However, unlike Latour and others, I don’t see the critical
impulse as a dead end or quite analogous to conspiracy theory (Latour 2004). Rather, queer
theory shows us how marrying the critical theory to a performative philosophy could blaze a
new path for academia.

My chapters embed the central claim of this dissertation in its very structure; that the turns
in queer theory to the more corporeal and affective, and the digital’s reconfiguration of
economy through the building of new corporeal and expressive infrastructures reflects a
fundamental resonance between digital and queer culture. Of course, this trajectory is a
simplification. Identity is still an essential part of contemporary queer theorization and
Facebook must continue investments and research into corporeal technologies like virtual
reality16 and machine learning-facilitated emotional cartography17.

16 Facebook purchased Oculus VR for 2 billion dollars in 2014
17 Facebook purchased FacioMetrics, an “emotional detection startup” (Constine 2016) last year
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Chapter Summaries
In Chapter one, I highlight the unlikely queerness of the world's largest social network by
extending queer theories of space and time to a digital context, and by recontextualizing the
urban sociological and anthropological literature that has subtly straightened our
understanding of social media. Though homoerotic undertones are perhaps not surprising
considering Facebook’s origin in US colleges, Facebook’s “real name policing” and complicity
with literal policing don’t suggest an affinity with queerness. In developing an understanding
of Facebook as a queered media however, I show how Facebook, Inc. has monetized a
variety of queer social forms: the pleasure of mutable identity through the event and over
time, the centrality of chosen community over the nuclear family, the catharsis of publicity
and recognition, and a performative notion of the self. Further, in parallel to the literature
that argues that conflicts over public space and urban development reveal larger insights
into the politics and practices of queer people, I will chart a similar deep interconnection
between digital space and queer life.

Of course, I am not the first to make the comparison between digital space and urban public
space: there is a long tradition of porting the epistemologies and analogies of the urban
sociological literature to explain the “spaces” of digital sociality. In reviewing some of this
literature I show how heteronormative assumptions about publicness and the use of space
have travelled with these borrowed metaphors. Chapter one highlights the dual track of the
rest of the dissertation; using the insights of queer theory to reevaluate digital culture while
showing how an epistemologically nebulous and politically radical ideology can nevertheless
find itself co-opted by new forms of accumulation and governmentality. I show how queer
strategies to resist this incorporation have less purchase as digital capitalism expands into
new forms of social modulation and monetization, including most prominently ephemeral
media.
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While Facebook has resonances with queer sociality, their advertising model and desire to
be the social infrastructure of the internet18 puts limits on this framing. Facebook, Inc.
seems to understand the limitations of a business model dependent on the permanence of
interpersonal media and have recently developed lower stakes temporalities for interaction
both within their flagship Facebook and Instagram platforms and as standalone applications.
Many of these new products have been inspired19 by Snapchat, the primary case study of
Chapter two. Snapchat, wildly popular with young people and holding a valuation
commensurate with the speculative potential of capturing the attention of the demographic
advertisers most value20, is an innovator in ephemeral media, where the default
permanence of most social media is exchanged for a variety of temporalities of interaction.

I look at the speculative interest in ephemeral media through the lens of queer temporality
and queer critiques of the public/private distinction. Once again, I mobilize queer theory to
both destabilize queer distance from digital culture and highlight the usefulness of bringing
this discourse to conversations about the digital. I look at the history of queer and feminist
deconstructions of the public/private dichotomy to show how both popular and academic
digital discourses have not paid sufficient attention to modes of communication outside
permanence and deletion. By framing the complicated field of withholding and disclosure
online primarily through lack or loss of privacy, discourses of the digital affectively prime us
for a “safer” internet through a centralized fidelity to one company. Apple, with its
insistently monogamous architecture21, provides a contrasting case study highlighting the
familial attachments developing in response to proliferating anxieties about the internet.

18 Which requires their real name policy and singular vision of the self
19 A less generous interpretation would be “copied”
20 Commonly understood to be those age 18-49
21 Apple, increasingly in fact, is a company whose various products can be seen as an ecosystem designed to keep
you committed
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For this chapter, I do a close reading of the background and minor objects of digital
communication. By highlighting the less consciously noticeable features and aesthetics of an
app, I build on the affective turn, which highlights how rational and representational
understandings of digital life miss forms of influence above and below the threshold of
conscious reflection. Focusing on the screenshot notification and the sent message
notification in particular, I suggest that Snapchat subtly promotes a promiscuous vision of
sociality, where monogamous relationships are felt to be in danger and forms of
ephemerality proliferate intimacy and turn privacy into a form of play. I compare the
encounters on Snapchat to practices of gay cruising and suggest a corporate affinity for the
non-normative life cycles that queer theorists have celebrated.

The queer temporalities of the digital are, to some extent, anxious ones, unmoored from
centuries of material and ideological support from the state and economy. In this context
even minor differences of design and functionality can give that anxiety a negative or
positive valence. While I am intrigued by the queer potential of the person-to-person
messaging component of Snapchat, I suggest a variety of concerns that might undercut
those possibilities, including the ephemerality of designs, features and even platforms. In
the context of the current dynamics of digital capitalism, Snapchat’s role might be to play
one side of the profitable modulation of digital communication between the pleasure of risk
and the comfort of security. Snapchat highlights the central role that risk assessment has
played in queer life. In opening up queer forms of sociality to different populations however,
the digital partially collectivizes felt risk, while still concentrating material and social risk on
non-normative and historically marginalized behavior and identity. I suggest a politics of
digital temporality and intimacy that fosters the thrill of pleasurable risk instead of making
new populations profitably “at risk.”
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In Chapter three, I move more solidly to queer theorist’s earliest preoccupation and what
for many is still the essential core of the queer theoretical project: sex. I look at the
mainstreaming of casual sex and dating apps as the commodification, collectivization and
redistribution of queer sexual values. The potential of queer sexuality to offer a path to
lifetime consumer engagement22 has encouraged subtle but profound changes to both
relational expectations and circuits of desire. As web-based, gay sex and dating sites like
Manhunt and Adam4Adam were supplanted by phone-based, geolocation structured
applications like Tinder and Grindr, the affects and aesthetics of the sexual and romantic get
framed through the “imagined affordances” of an erotic digital layer interwoven through
physical space. I focus particularly on the simultaneous expansion of queer forms of erotic
sociability to new contexts with the pathologization of queer cultures of sex and
relationality.

To understand this circuit between digital desiring machines and discourses about their
meaning I look at news articles, memes about other textual and visual representations of
Grindr that chart the melancholic, vicious and frantic poetry of the form. These cultural
representations of Grindr feed back into the app, engaging in a complicated dance with the
other object of my media-focused methodology, the newly launched online magazine called
Into that promotes the broadening of Grindr’s mission from app to “lifestyle brand.” Looking
at Into helps me understand the interrelation of heterosexual deferment or rejection of
normative models of family and the emergent discourses of “gay loneliness.” Into provides a
fascinating counterattack as the main ideological and affective instrument of the Grindr way.

In Chapter three, I suggest that despite the best efforts of Into, negative affects continue to
glob on to gay digital intimacy because of the effectiveness/affectiveness of queer critique.

22 The linear process of finding “the one” and settling down is clearly less appealing to dating apps than nonmonogamy and a more “casual” orientation to sex and relationships
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Building on Latour’s criticism of the waning generativity of academic critique, I suggest a
queer turn to a performative digital appropriation. In a deliberate attempt to undercut my
own reliance of qualitative method, I suggest a renewed spirit of queer experimentation
with the materiality of data systems to “feed forward” the world we want to see.

Thus, while the first three chapters promiscuously mix a variety of qualitative methods and
theoretical approaches, Chapter four looks at emergent corporeal and ecological data
systems to reflect on the possibilities of inventive digital method for queer theory. I show
how the queer and feminist transition from a focus on normativity to ontological
indeterminacy offers opportunities for generative queer world building, but only if queer
theorists take up the challenge of materially engaging with computational technologies.
Despite similar epistemologies and ontologies, queer theory and digital capitalism diverge
on method (not to mention politics). Even when the object of attention is computational,
quantitative methods are seen as incompatible with the queer project.

Chapter four highlights the digital dredge into the corporeal, looking at how ontological
interconnection, indeterminacy and a post-normative epistemology monetized by
computational capital offers potential for invigorating queer method. I show how
developments in scientific fields like epigenetics, neuroplasticity and the increasing cross
currents between the digital and the biological sciences offers both opportunities and pitfalls
for queer intervention that requires a reflexive reevaluation of the queer theoretical project.

Building on the work of Mark Hansen and others, I advocate for a queer re-engagement
with the rich, distributed context from which human life and consciousness arises. Instead
of rejecting outright the data systems that refract nearly all social life in the global north,
queer theorists could build on the latent queer allure of data. Rather than using data
systems to simplify and order the human experience, digital methods might also
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“complexify the human by multiplying its connections” (Hansen 2015, 17). What prevents
this complexification, the opening of collective corporeal and social data to queer modulation
is the instrumentalization of data in the form of advertisements and targeted consumer
products. Finally, I look at both contemporary biopolitical interventions (like Paul B.
Preciado’s Testo Junkie [2008] and Mel Y. Chen’s Animacies [2012]) and an alternative
genealogy of computation focused on Alan Turing to show the long queer engagement with
the “transgressed boundaries, potent fusions, and dangerous possibilities” (Haraway 1990,
154) of the digital as method.

My concluding chapter returns to the question of queer politics, reflecting on the question of
why queer sociality seems to become both less enjoyable and less politically effective as
social media becomes more queer. I place the queer digital within a shifting political
economy of family and community, and argue that queer sociality has become a profitable
part of the privatization of risk mitigation. Queer theorists must avoid the cruel optimism of
social media politics and work to decentralize and decenter the possibilities of networked
data.

We live in an era—if not exactly posthuman or cyborgian—where individual human subjects
and discrete bodies are increasingly just felt figures, epistemological metaphors for the
fading ontological solidity of the individual human. Your Facebook profile is the “face” of
vast processes of algorithmic aggregating and disaggregating of words, movements and
images into potential desires and fragmented identities to be packaged and sold. The self
you feel— that must be the locus for your thoughts and actions— is just one part of a larger
circuit of the world becoming data, prehensively23 framing the conditions of the possible.

23 Alfred North Whitehead defined prehension as “uncognitive apprehension” (1967, 69). I also was inspired by
Hansen’s articulation of prehension as “the becoming of being at the ‘microscopic’ (pre-experiential) scale” (2015,
100)
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The body that feels so solid, the fleshy materiality that grounds us in the present, hides vast
societies of microorganisms that connects you to friends, family, animals, relatives you
maybe have never met or heard of, the food they ate and the places they went. What
connects it all are vast infrastructures of data that look to reconcile and put in conversation
data qualitatively and quantitatively different from each other. This dissertation does
something akin to these data-parsing algorithms by tracing connections, translating
between what might at first appear to be quite different phenomena and showing the
cultural possibilities of a radical re-engagement with our computational lives.
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Chapter 1: Queer Facebook? Digital Sociality and Queer Theory
Another thing to distrust is the tendency to relate the question of homosexuality to the
problem of “Who am I?” and “What is the secret of my desire?” Perhaps it would be better
to ask oneself, “‘What relations, through homosexuality, can be established, invented,
multiplied, and modulated?” The problem is not to discover in oneself the truth of one’s sex,
but, rather, to use one’s sexuality henceforth to arrive at a multiplicity of relationships. And,
no doubt, that’s the real reason why homosexuality is not a form of desire but something
desirable.
Michel Foucault “Friendship as a way of Life” (Foucault 1998, 135-6)

If Facebook were a person, he would be a liberal, well-intentioned, but often misguided cisgendered, straight ally. After attending some sensitivity seminars from GLAAD 24, he can
proudly recite 58 different ways of identifying one's gender. And though he still doesn’t
understand why the queers get so upset that he insists on using their legal names, he has
promised to put some serious thought into how to make them feel more comfortable;
because everyone knows that if queers don't come to your party, no one will.

In an era of “corporate personhood,” this is not an outlandish metaphor. Contemporaneous
with the Supreme Court’s recognition of corporate religious belief25, companies are
increasingly expected to have a distinctive “voice” and style and to be interpersonally
accountable to consumers through social media. Facebook has a public face26 with a
recognizable aesthetic, a particular affect, and a rather pushy philosophy. And while there is
a blandly gay-friendly atmosphere that pervades his house, most people don’t find Facebook
particularly queer, in any sense of that word27. More commonly Facebook is seen as a rather
straight-laced social network; a well-ordered, family-friendly advertising platform.

24 Formerly the Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation, GLAAD helped Facebook develop their “custom gender”
option (Ferraro 2014)
25 Famously in the 2014 Burwell v. Hobby Lobby Stores, Inc. decision
26 In the early years of Facebook, the logo was a man’s face which in part influenced my decision to use he/him
pronouns
27 See the Introduction for a thorough discussion of the many uses of queer
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So why would I want to talk about Facebook as in some ways queer, a term and theory
which I personally find deeply resonant, and one which has long been characterized by an
epistemological queasiness towards incorporation? It is not because I particularly like
Facebook—frankly, despite finding myself more or less28 compulsively drawn to it, I would
characterize my feelings as ambivalent at best. And while I find the recent proliferation of
options for gender self-identification both intriguing and useful 29, I do not share the fairly
widespread enthusiasm by progressive journalists (McDonough 2014) and LGBT activists
(Ferraro 2014) who saw this as a queer turn for Facebook. If nothing else, the pairing of the
expansive array of boxes to check with a crackdown on the “real name policy” directed at
drag queens, trans folks and others (Rivas 2015) should give pause to anyone suggesting
that Facebook is promoting a queer political agenda. That said, I keep feeling a rather odd
sense of recognition at some of the queer ideas embedded in its technical logics that many
scholars of social media have not sufficiently addressed.

In other words, behind the well-manicured “straight face” are surprisingly queer notions of
social life and connection. The vast processes of algorithmic aggregating and disaggregating
of words, movements, and images into potential desires and fragmented identities to be
packaged and sold requires a corresponding breakdown of the nuclear family, a flexible
notion of the self and a more promiscuous sociality. Queer notions of relationality are built
into the core of Facebook’s central product: the mutability of identity30 through the event
and over time, the importance of non-familial community, a celebration of recognition and
visibility as core strategies of political engagement, and a commitment to the non-textual,

28 The “more or less” being critical, compulsion cannot sustain itself with a consistent rhythm
29
The “gender questioning” option really spoke to me
30
Though not name. While I recognize that some have argued that Facebook, in contrast to my point here, makes
you accountable to an identity, I see it as a platform where some identity play not only happens but is in fact
encouraged. Facebook’s algorithms depend on moments of identity flux to maximize opportunities for monetization
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performative, and indeterminate are all technically embedded in the platform31. I look at
Facebook as an implicitly queered media particularly ripe for an explicitly queer theoretical
analysis.

Still, it is important to not oversell this analogy. Facebook’s interest in weaving the company
throughout the internet as a social authentication service32 weds them to an understanding
of the self as verifiable and accountable. Moreover, the company's massive growth and
increasingly central place in the digital advertising market requires the kind of everexpanding archive of monetizable signifiers that stabilizes the subject for the sake of
instrumentalization. To conclude, I’ll focus on the limits of this extended metaphor and the
new forms of social media that Facebook looks to ingest as it seeks to become an ever more
central core of the infrastructure of digital communication.

Facebook as queered media
While the critical deconstruction of sexuality and gender binaries remains an important part
of the queer theoretical project, just as vital are interventions into relational form, political
struggle, identity stability, and ontological interconnection. Indeed, the project of queer
critique has broadened considerably in the last twenty years, to centralize the complex ways
that marginality and violence assemble over time and in the event (Puar 2007), to move
away from the human subject (Giffney and Hird 2008, Mortimer-Sandilands and Erickson
2010), and to take up the weird ontologies and materialities of large scale biological and
technological systems (Chen 2012). This work of this chapter builds on an older tradition—

While Facebook looks to speculatively reinvent itself as a company through acquisitions and research, in this
paper I focus on Facebook the social platform, rather than Facebook the corporate entity that includes WhatsApp,
Oculus Rift and Instagram
32 Facebook offers a software development kit so other websites and apps, like Tinder, can use Facebook’s network
31

to verify identity
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understanding sexuality and gender as producing not only identities but multiplicities of
living, communicating, understanding and relating with others33.

Importantly however, I am not suggesting a covert social or political orientation to
queerness on the part of Facebook’s designers and engineers. While Facebook has a
notoriously opaque research and development operation, allowing only in-house researchers
access to their immense data sets and very selectively (and rarely) releasing (nonreplicable) studies about user behavior, the limited published writing about Facebook’s
corporate culture makes it unlikely that queer theory is part of the routine discursive
landscape. On the contrary, since working at Facebook suggests something more like a frat
house culture that marries unbridled masculinity to an almost messianic vision of the social
power of technology (Losse 2014; Martinez 2016), it is likely that queer ideas are at most a
marginal concern inside Facebook HQ.

What I suggest instead is that we see a surprising convergence of interests, the coconstitutive emergence of new forms of capital extraction and the centralization of once
marginal ideas about social life and identity. While this might be a new phase of the
relationship between political economy and the politics of sexual identity, we can place it
within a genealogy of queer sexual economy. In John D’Emilo’s classic essay “Capitalism
and Gay Identity,” he describes the relationship between capital and sexual identity after
World War II:
Capitalism has created the material conditions for homosexual desire to express
itself as a central component of some individuals lives; now, our political movements
are changing consciousness, creating the ideological conditions that make it easier
for people to make that choice. (1993, 474)

33 The vision expressed by the Foucault quote at the beginning of this chapter
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Perhaps we are now seeing the same process taking place in the development of capitalism
as/through the digital. If gay identity is at least in part the result of capitalism needing to
move production beyond the limitations of the heterosexual family, as D’Emilo suggests,
then perhaps there is a similar relationship between queerness and the need for capitalism
to now move beyond the stable, straight, normative, individual subject.

Family and Community
For D’Emilo, the emergence of sexuality as an important category of subjecthood and
political affiliation was facilitated by the transition to an increasingly mobile free labor
system in the twentieth century. Requiring a growing labor force as nimble as the
developing transportation and financial networks, post-war neoliberalism needed selfsupporting, flexible workers able to move to places of concentrating capital, namely major
cities. The tremendous growth of these cities in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries combined with the socialized production of consumer goods (thus minimizing
dependence on the gendered labor of home maintenance) created the conditions by which
men and women were no longer materially bound together in an interdependent,
heterosexual, family household (ibid.). These political economic shifts, combined with the
disruptions of World War II to traditional notions of gender and sexuality (ibid., 14) shifted
the role of the nuclear family from primarily material to affective, and opened up new
possibilities for sexual identity and relationality. The declining importance34 of the traditional
family for material subsistence, and the large-scale rejection of queer identified folks by
straight society in the twentieth century required the development of new kinds of affective
family structures, primarily in large urban areas.

Though the importance of the material support of familial structures was unevenly distributed and of course
heightened in the AIDS crisis. It is notable that D’Emilo’s article was first published in 1983, right after AIDS was
first identified.
34
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The formation of urban communities of gay men, lesbians, and trans folks is both wrapped
up in the military industrial transformations of the twentieth century and, importantly,
critical to the emergence of gay and lesbian sexuality as a recognizable category of
identification and political affinity. In other words, those novel affective forms outside of the
nuclear family were materially necessary for the emergence of both LGBT identities and
social movements. It would not be a stretch to understand community—those networks of
care, affection and support—as the necessary precondition of LGBT life as it came to be
understood in the twentieth century. We can see this acutely during the Ronald Reagan
sponsored AIDS crisis in the 1980’s: while some people with AIDS have supportive
biological families who cared for them, a quick read through the Act-Up Oral History
Project35 shows that many were abandoned by these families, as they were abandoned by
the state, after the emergence of a plague that many saw as divine retribution for sin.
Denied the insurance of the neoliberal family (Cooper 2017), communities of friends, lovers
and acquaintances set up care schedules, shared experimental drug information, and
protested together.

The foundational and sustaining role of queer community—or more precisely a variety of
non-normative forms of relating to others—is at the heart of the ongoing ambivalence about
gay marriage among LGBT-identified folks (Conrad 2010; Warner 1999), and central to the
cleaving of queer as a politics and provisional identity from the normalizing trajectory of
mainstream LGBT groups (groups like The Empire State Pride Agenda, at one time the
largest New York based LGBT civil rights group, who literally shut down after gay marriage
passed nationwide [McKinley 2015]). This tension not infrequently gets formalized in
conflicts over space and the role that public space has and should have in sustaining the

35 http://www.actuporalhistory.org/
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cultures of those with a marginalized sexual identity (Hanhardt 2013). A specific example of
this kind of intra-LGBT conflict is the ongoing battles around the Christopher Street Pier,
where queer groups like FIERCE36 and the increasingly rich and heteronormative residents
of the West Village have long battled over both the everyday use and symbolic meaning of
this long-standing queer public space (Walker 2011; Lax et al. 2013).

For queer communities to survive they need space, and the public and semi-public spaces
that have historically nurtured queer culture are now widely seen as under threat. In New
York City, the AIDS epidemic led directly to the gentrification of gay neighborhoods and the
breakdown of queer communities, as mass death and state negligence harmonized with
capital’s renewed interest in inner city property (Shulman 2012). Historically queer public
spaces like the Christopher Street Piers are now being (re)designed as amenities for
neighborhood “reinvention” rather than sustaining infrastructure for the most marginal. Gay
bars, once central and vital spaces in queer life are increasingly disappearing at alarming
rates (Kane 2015). There are many explanations for the declining presence of public and
semi-public space in sustaining queer communities; the mainstreaming of a conservative
vision of LGBT politics and subsequent assimilation to heterosexual family norms, the
increasing valuation of urban property in the United States as large cities have gentrified
and the housing market has globalized, and the militarization of American police forces.
However, a less studied component of the shrinking amount of queer public space is the role
of digital networks in ingesting queer social formations and thus occupying increasing
amounts of LGBT attention.

36 A youth led organization dedicated to “building the leadership and power of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
and queer (LGBTQ) youth of color in New York City”
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It is telling that while New Orleans can no longer support a full-time dyke bar (prior to the
twenty-first century there were many37) there is a thriving locally-focused online dyke bar
oral history project38. The contemporary digital offers just enough community to keep you in
on a cold night, but rarely is it fully satiating. Of course, for a community that has been
“gentrified” by state abandonment, followed by partial and uneven state recognition
(Shulman 2012), the internet offered the promise of renewal. Not surprisingly, LGBTidentified folks were enthusiastic early adopters of the social “community-minded” internet
(Shaw 1997: 136) and played critical roles in the early history of computing (Gaboury
2013). Gay men in particular were early adopters of both internet and app based sex and
dating systems, with industry leader Grindr (32 million dollars in revenue in 2014) blazing a
path for straight-friendly Tinder and Zoosk years later. Queer people (and trans and nonbinary identified folks in particular) are superstars on Tumblr (Karlan 2014), and it was not
charity when Facebook expanded their gender identification options, but pandering to an
influential and long-active interest group.

Social media accentuates and accelerates the fracturing and diversification of LGBT cultures,
replacing public spaces where affiliation is felt and solidarity is necessary with a place where
difference is cultivated for categorization and then minimized through comfortable
sameness. There is an ironic parallel to the ongoing Disneyfication of gay spaces (Delany
1999) for straight consumption and the straight appropriation of queer forms of sociality
online. Both are forms of gentrification, monetizing a partial, sanitized and suburban (Roth
2016, 441) vision of queer life. While Facebook’s friend centric model is based on the
lifestyles of students at the universities it originated in, its massive success beyond college

37 See map at https://queercartography.tumblr.com/image/114695140082
38 http://www.lastcallnola.org/
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speaks to the broader desire for non-familial networks of affiliation, affective kinship, and
queer models of recognition and visibility.

Publicity and Visibility
Recognition in media, culture and life is important for all marginalized people. Erving
Goffman wrote that the stigmatized in America “tend to live in a literarily-defined world”
(1963, 25), the general lack of representation heightening the importance of what exists.
Since until recently there were very few queer characters in mainstream media and art, and
since there are still only representations of certain kinds of queer people on television and in
movies, recognition by others in public can be a transformative experience in the life of a
queer person (Warner 1999, 195-218). Recognition is the affective pull of familiar
representation, a feeling often explicitly denied to queer folks—not just from media but also
from their families and the state.

Visibility mobilizes recognition as a politics, and has been the leading strategy of much of
LGBT activism for many years. This takes place through both large public celebrations like
gay pride parades and performative public protests like those of ACT-UP, The Lesbian
Avengers and Queer Nation: we’re here, we’re queer, get used to it. While a visibility politics
is essential when public opinion is solidly behind a we’d rather not see that sentiment,
where your body marks you as the walking dead, in the current moment of uneven but
burgeoning mainstream LGBT representations, visibility politics open up the fault lines of
LGBT politics: who should be visible and why? Is the point of LGBT activism to centralize the
most marginalized among us or to put forward a blandly attractive face to show hostile
straight people that we are “just like them?”
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This fault line between visibility and legibility has become less acute as cities realized that
gay sexuality makes a profitable “urban spectacle” (Quilley 1997, 291). Through spatial
concentration, gays gain political legitimacy and perhaps access to some of the
(individualized, privatized) benefits afforded straight people, and cities get to utilize gay
culture to attract new sources of capital. Certain kinds of gays (the richer and whiter the
better) are now seen as such a benefit to urban places in need of capital that cities use
advertising to compete for gay residents and tourists (Rushbrook 2001).

No longer just a gay thing however, social media flattens the desire for visibility and
recognition. A politics of identity is infrastructurally marshaled not to protect and fortify the
marginal, but because visibility is transparency and transparency is profitable. On the
internet, everyone needs a community, and the catharsis of this kind of recognition is
democratized with a curated and personalized public. The widespread adoption of the
language of community in social media has a dual function of making the affective labor
involved seem non-exploitative and of creating new micro-populations, constantly in flux
across space and time for maximum surplus potential. With Facebook, even coming out is
no longer just for queer people—all are encouraged to embrace a part of themselves as
marginal by highlighting what makes them special. As Wendy Chun notes, digital networks
create an infrastructure that values the unusual and the unique, that redefines power from
who has the most to who has the rarest connections/information/affiliations (2016, 41-42).
The digital transformation of marginality into a facile sort of currency encourages an
imagination where police officers (#bluelivesmatter) and white people (#notallwhitepeople)
become embattled, oppressed and underexposed.

Create discourse and you will find your people. Feel the likes as they vibrate your leg.
Annoyed with your community? Remake yourself by joining groups, updating your
information, changing your profile picture and liking some pages. You can always try harder
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to be visible, and paradoxically the easiest way to increase your visibility is to change.
Rather than a politics of stable identity, a politics premised around some sort of ontological
sameness, Facebook organizes and modulates us by an always changing affinity, affiliation
and affect. We are left “haphazardly attempting to build a politics from the rubble of
deconstructed collective categories” (Gameson 1995, 390) on a site where politics is just
drag on identities built to sell.

Mutability of Identity
Perhaps one of the most central claims of queer critique is the rejection of immutable
identity. While suggesting that those with non-normative sexualities are “born this way” and
have always and forever existed “this way” has been in some ways a successful political
strategy, queerness starts with an understanding of sexuality as contingent and politically
constituted, or as Eve Sedgwick put it, with an “open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps,
dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning when the constituent
elements of anyone's gender, of anyone's sexuality, aren’t made (or can’t be made) to
signify monolithically” (1993, 8). Much of queer theory has taken on the task of performing
that open mesh by giving deconstructive readings of ostensibly straight and normative
texts, figures and moments (or digital platforms, as the case may be.)

In many ways, this axis of queer critique seems least likely to resonate with Facebook, a
social network that more than any other has taken itself seriously as foundational digital
infrastructure for the entire internet. In order to build an advertising network that snakes
beyond the walls of Facebook.com, Facebook, Inc. leveraged its “real name” policy to
become a sprawling identity authentication service through their Graph API39. An insistence

39 API means Application Programming Interface and Facebook’s Graph API is their proprietary format for allowing
outside sites access to user data
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on “real” names (meaning legal name, though Facebook has shown some idiosyncratic
flexibility in some contexts) is essential to selling the Graph API as a verifiable and verifying
service for comments, likes, and a variety of other external integrations with the Facebook
database. Using real names and email addresses rather than more anonymous unique
identifiers for ad tracking not only increases Facebook’s value as infrastructure, it allows
Facebook to network these increasingly rich advertising profiles with other databases,
including those tracking your offline activities (Delo 2013). All of this is to say Facebook is
ontologically committed to a notion of the self as an endlessly accumulating archive, where
the process of becoming quietly sediments into a singular You.

For many, this “real name” instance is just another part of the transition from an instantly
nostalgic vision of the internet as a place where nobody knows if you are a dog, to one
where the digital is just another facet of your personal brand. Facebook, in this read, is both
cause and effect of the dusk of the internet as a space of identity play and the dawning of
the era of digital identity management. While queer-identified folks are just some of the
people who have chafed at the recent resurgence of name policing40 (a campaign that has
seemingly been coordinated through the mass reporting of queer people, since Facebook
requires no verification on sign up), as a class, they are uniquely vulnerable. Trans people
who still have their “dead name”41 on legal documents, drag queens widely and publicly
known by their stage name, and radical faeries who use a different name in queer
community spaces are just some of those who have been targeted.

While this policy and its enforcement may seem to contrast with the radical expansion of
gender identity options, it actually exemplifies the paradox at the heart of Facebook: queer

40 Stalking and domestic violence victims also might not want to use their “real names” online
41 The term some trans people use to refer to the name assigned to them at birth.
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surfaces monetized into straight depths. Gender choices function as a smokescreen for the
ways in which binary gender continues to structure Facebook. Having a plethora of gender
identification options allows Facebook to promote itself as a veritable buffet of identity
choices while infrastructurally re-coding all of those choices back through a binary via the
proxy of pronouns (Bivens 2015, 6.)42 While name changes are highly discouraged (too
many changes and you risk losing the privilege), other facets of our identity we are
encouraged to regularly consider and remodel. Are you sure your affiliations are up to date?
How about your relationship status? All of those old likes embarrassing you on Tinder—
perhaps it is time to show us who you really are now?

Figure 2: Custom Gender on Facebook. Screenshot from Facebook.com on April 30, 2016

In Charles Duhigg’s blockbuster exposé on Target’s targeted advertising, he wrote of the
proprietary “pregnancy prediction” score that is used to read identity shifts through
purchasing history: buy certain kinds of vitamins and lots of cotton balls and you might just
find yourself with some coupons for formula and diapers. Pregnancy is important enough to
get its own score because Target is particularly invested in those time periods of identity

42 Those who chose they instead of he or she are coded without gender (Bivens 2015, 7)
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flux, when our normally habitual shopping habits become undone (Duhigg 2012). What if
there was a digital platform that not only could pinpoint these moments of possible flux but
also encourage them? Perhaps it is not so surprising that Facebook would resonate with an
epistemology that rejects heteronormative rhythms of identity continuity with rarely
changing and predictable life cycles.

Performance and the Indeterminate
If identity is mutable it is not because humans are somehow free from the constraints of
system, habit, and embodiment. If Facebook can look like an identity supermarket, there
are still many ways in which we are circumscribed in our shopping choices. Facebook profits
from the illusion that it is a space for self-aware expression, as a place to speak your truth.
But as Foucault shows us, it would be a mistake to see this confessional incitement as the
truth of the self rather than as “the effect of the power that constrains us” (1990, 60). While
it may feel like our engagements on Facebook stem from our identities, theories of
performativity nonetheless see identity as this process, as the repetition of acts in the
context of the constraints of the sayable. As Judith Butler famously wrote of gender,
performativity highlights “the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within
a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of
substance, of a natural sort of being" (1990, 33). The effects/affects of repeated action
becomes self-evident proof that such action was inevitable.

This confusion of cause and effect, or rather the assumption of a causal chain from real
self/body to deliberate action, is amplified by social media. Wendy Chun talks about the
“oddly reversed temporality” of algorithmic habit: “because I do it, I must like it, because I
do it I must be the source” (2016, 81). Liking on/through Facebook might particularly lend
itself to this reversal because of our sense of measured distance from the act: unlike the
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construction of self in everyday interaction, Facebook gives you the time and affective
distance to imagine that you are in charge of creating yourself online. Unlike getting dressed
to go out in the morning, if your new Facebook profile picture isn't getting enough likes and
attention, you can change it or delete it. Spending an average of 50 minutes a day
considering who we are on Facebook (Stewart 2016) gives us a powerful feeling of agency
in constructing the self. The multiplicity of modes of confession allow one to imagine
Facebook as a playground for identity construction rather than an elaborate personalized
betting market that elicits patterned behavior until it starts to feel like truth.

While queer theory rejects a deterministic body/mind, this does not imply a radical social
constructionism, where we simply can will ourselves into new corporeal and psychic states.
Judith Butler’s brief section on drag in Gender Trouble—where parody is offered as
potentially politically disruptive—is probably both her most heralded and criticized (1990).
Queerness has a complicated relationship with subversion and resistance, which more than
anything makes it feel resonant with social media, where an understanding of power as
oppressive (see: Facebook as privacy villain) feels so hollow next to a reading of power as
generative (see: Facebook as creepily prescient lifestyle developer). Queerness marries a
complicated epistemology of power with the affective desire for a radically different world, a
not always hopeful vision that seems to be gaining purchase in an increasingly algorithmic
society.

Case Studies: Space and Time on Facebook
That silicon networks have reconfigured time and space is banal to the point of cliché.
Search Google Images for “internet” and ethereal lights move around blue globes,
semiotically demonstrating the ease by which media and capital move untethered to the
temporal rhythms of the twentieth century. To ground us in these fast-moving currents, we
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visualize our own digital engagements through both the language and graphics of space—
homepages and the visual simplicity of our walled off castles of apps allow us to feel in
control of increasingly complex and distributed digital lives.

The metaphors we use to frame digital sociality in the language of the familiar have real
consequences. Particularly for those not “born digital,” the conceptual schema used to
understand and navigate the physical world can help bring order to a phenomenon that can
otherwise leave one feeling out of space and time. For example, calling someone a “digital
hoarder” (rather than say, a person with a robust collection of media) pathologizes those
who agonize over deleting media rather than the smartphone producers (like Apple or
Samsung) who marry the capacity to easily capture high resolution media with artificially
limited storage options on the iPhone. Highlighting individual responsibility over structural
constraint is profitable: by storing your media in “the cloud,” you get the satisfaction of
digital minimalism for a small monthly fee (and the less visible costs that come with trusting
your personal media to technology conglomerates that have an increasingly complicated
relationship to the state.)

In my first case study, I use the robust queer literature on space and place to reconsider
some of the ways that we conceptualize the digital. Considering both the importance of
public space for marginalized populations and the extent to which digital sociality has begun
to replace queer public and semi-public spaces (see above), this exercise is essential if we
are to avoid embedding heteronormative assumptions in the emergent language we use to
frame the digital. In addition, in the spirit of literature that argues that the politics of public
space and urban development reveal larger insights into the conflicts and practices of LGBTidentified people (Warner 2002; Schulman 2012; Hanhardt 2013), I suggest that digital
social media has emerged as the central landscape for conflicts over queer politics and
discourse. Conflicts over the shape and direction of queer/LGBT representation online
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highlight the developing fault lines as these political movements continue to fracture and
diversify.

In my second case study on the queer temporalities of Facebook, I look to shake-up queer
orientations to digital media that remain at a comfortable critical distance. Building on queer
interdisciplinary scholarship, I highlight the legacy of performance art and the queer
rhythms of the affective and the ephemeral as having surprising resonance with the
emergent temporalities of the digital. By connecting digital media to a longer queer
temporal genealogy, I hope to further unsettle the notion that the forms of relationality on
social media are either unprecedented or revolutionary while offering a reflexive mirror to
queer politics and sociality in the twenty-first century. While non-normative life rhythms and
the untimely have been largely embraced by queer scholars, I suggest that the digital
reconfiguration of time reflects a media that is queering its users and should inspire new
imagination around the queer political project.

Space: Queer Publics and Digital Place
Networked digital architectures have long been conceived through the language of physical,
and particularly urban, space. From chatrooms to Myspace, spatial metaphors have felt
natural and intuitive for many reasons; from user interface graphic designs that mimic the
physical world to the ways the internet evokes travel by allowing us to extend ourselves as
media throughout the world. The social qualities that Iris Marion Young argues are the
“normative ideal” of city life—social differentiation without exclusion, variety, erotisim and
publicity (1990)—are arguably just as applicable to life on the internet (and are no doubt
partly why both cities and the internet have long been LGBT havens). Unsurprisingly the
metaphors of urban sociology have often been extended to virtual spaces.
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One of the most prominent researchers writing about social media, danah boyd43, regularly
evokes the language and epistemological frameworks of urban sociology44. We can see this
most strikingly in a 2011 essay titled “White flight in networked publics? How race and class
shaped American teen engagement with MySpace and Facebook.” One of those rare works
of social scientific analysis to break through to non-academic audiences, boyd’s essay put
forth a theory to explain the mass defection of teen users from Myspace to Facebook.

Much of the popular sociological analysis of why Facebook overtook Myspace focused on the
aesthetically cleaner look and reputedly safer atmosphere being provided. danah boyd’s use
of urban sociological language of “white flight” is surely a provocative example of this kind
of analysis. In short, boyd argues that the downfall of Myspace and the rise of Facebook
can, at least in part, be explained by the perception of Myspace as a digital ghetto, with the
attendant race and class undertones that the term ghetto implies. Surely, by simply looking
at the origins of Facebook as a "gated community"—an exclusive network for Harvard,
followed by other ivories and prestigious colleges—one can see the appeal of this metaphor.
However, I believe it obscures more than it illuminates.

I should mention that boyd grants that borrowing the discourse of white flight “may appear
to be a problematic overstatement” and cautions that her intention is not to “dismiss or
devalue the historic tragedy that white racism brought to many cities” (2011a, 218).
Unfortunately however, boyd’s appropriation of the discourse of white flight is a framework
that implicitly justifies the securitization of both cities and digital spaces. While boyd notes
the fear that is central to the fleeing of Myspace (ibid., 219), she allows this fear to haunt

43 boyd uses lowercase letters for her first and last name in public writing
44 though she has also cautioned against their use, for example with digital native/immigrant (2014, 179-180)
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her paper untroubled, leaving its genealogy unexplored. For example, consider the following
description of Myspace:
Those teens whose family and friends were deeply enmeshed in the city of Myspace
were less inclined to leave for the suburbs. Those who left the city often left their
profiles unattended and they often fell into disrepair, covered in spam, a form of
digital graffiti. This contributed to a sense of eeriness, but also hastened the
departure of their neighbors. As Myspace failed to address these issues, spammers
took over like street gangs. What resulted can be understood as a digital ghetto.
(ibid., 218-219)

Not only does this metaphor draw troubling parallels between the failure of city
governments and News Corporation (Myspace’s parent company during the decline) to
visibly police and securitize urban/digital space, it does this by tying the mechanized,
commodity-shilling practice of companies and individuals trying to trick people into buying
things with the nonprofit and often appreciated practice of graffiti artists. To compare the
decisions of a for-profit company like News Corporation (the former owner of Myspace) to
the workings of city government implies that cities both can and should be run like a
business and more troublingly suggests that the struggles of urban centers is primarily a
problem of management rather than a problem of resources45. I could make a similar
argument that problematizes the conflation of street gangs and spammers, but in the
interest of space I will just mention how that too is a metaphor that “works” by erasing
complicated political economies.

Like the classed and racialized imagination of the riot that helped encourage white
disinvestment from the city, boyd’s analysis is haunted by the classed, raced, gendered and
queered specter of the child molester and the pervert, the affective backdrop of the idea of
white flight from Myspace. While boyd acknowledges a connection between the “moral

45 The notion that urban problems stem from mismanagement rather than the systematic denial of resources is a
common tactic to obscure the racist and neoliberal logics that have shifted federal and state money away from
cities and welfare state more generally.
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panic” that “emerged over the potential risks of sexual predators” (2011a, 216) and “adult
fears of urban black signals such as bling and hip-hop” (ibid., 217), there is a missed
opportunity to elucidate the intersectional violence that queers brown skin (Puar 2007).
More broadly, this analysis needs a more central and critical account of the heteronormative
visions of publicness and safety that lead to the securitization of urban and digital space.
Like the racialized and classed threats of urban violence that gave political cover to “slum
clearance,” urban renewal, and the War on Drugs, these new digital threats have pushed us
all to the “safer,” heavily policed streets of Facebook City, where Mayor Zuckerberg has
moved far beyond broken-windows policing of “digital graffiti” and “spammer street gangs”
to active collaboration with local police departments and the FBI.

For me, Facebook is less like the suburbs than the historically gay Greenwich Village in New
York City after its gentrification—still “urban” but aesthetically cleaner and selectively
policed to make sure your Dad is not scandalized when he visits. Facebook, like New York
City, understands gay people as essential to their business model. Facebook’s tool to add a
rainbow hue to your profile picture is perhaps analogous to the advertising cities use to
compete for select gay residents and tourists (Rushbrook 2001)—a cheap, uncomplicated
way to attract capital and liberal goodwill without fundamentally altering any power
dynamics. Facebook/New York City markets queer social forms, but sanitized for
heterosexual consumption. Stripped of sex and mutual aid, these forms are repacked as
fun, safe areas of consumption. Politicking is allowed, but few will notice unless you have
the money to spend on advertising, because visibility isn't free. The social and political life
of gay bars, now moved to Facebook groups, opens queers up to increasing amounts of
heterosexual visibility, encouraging queer people to self-regulate their behavior and
creating, “something of a new and slightly more liberal panopticon” (Ingram 1997, 50).
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This liberal panopticon is a function of the flattening of visibility on Facebook, where the
infrastructural design makes it challenging to tailor your media to specific audiences. While
this flattening has received considerable popular attention, it has frequently been
understood through the language of oversharing, which highlights the failure—of young
people especially—to conform to privacy norms rather than the troubling centralization of
sociality online. The very term oversharing performs a regulatory function on the perceived
queer excess of youth rather than bringing attention to the socio-technical transformation of
norms.

In sociology, this centralization has often been understood through what boyd calls “context
collapse," a digital upgrade to Erving Goffman’s notion of “audience segregation.” While
boyd and Alice E. Marwick (2011) highlight the conflict as a generational one between
parents who worry about their kids posting too much in public and teenagers who value the
freedom of social media, boyd also highlights what I would call a queer subtext to this
anxiety:
When adults think about privacy or private places, they often imagine the home as a
private space. Yet, many of the teens that we interviewed rejected this, highlighting
the ways in which home is not private for them (2011b, 3)
This notion of the private space of the home and the public space of the street has long
been troubled by both feminist and queer theorists; as Michael Warner notes, "not all
sexualities are public or private in the same way" (2002, 24). Public space is both more and
less public for queer people, while the home can be both too private and not private
enough. Warner, writing in the early days of the Internet, argues that being in public has
special relevance for queer identity formation and politics (ibid.). When private spaces were
routinely raided, public sex and sociality broke heteronormative rules of public decorum.
The recognition made possible through public “mutual witnessing and display” (Warner ibid.,
13) and “the making of a collective scene of disclosure" (63) has always been more
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essential to queers who have historically lacked access to both representational and
affective mirrors in media.

Maybe people who post uncommon or scandalous things on Facebook are not always just
blissfully unaware of the potential consequences of a wider public? Maybe the thrill of that
mutual witness and display—the cruisey, dangerous play of imagined and real engagement,
the finding of solidarity and reflection that one experiences when you post online—is
actually worth the risk? In any case, it is notable that this queer desire for witness, display
and disclosure in public has arguably become a larger cultural phenomenon in the digital
age. And doubtlessly this new digital access to the thrill of larger publics outside of the
nuclear family already has and will continue to have profound effects on the nature of
association, community and identity.

Queer Temporality and the Untimely
Facebook can have a confounding temporal rhythm, where hours feel like minutes and a
jumble of pasts and futures flatten themselves in a glowing row. While Facebook has
provided a powerful aesthetic order and algorithmic definition to what media we see and
how we see it (driven no doubt in large part by monetization goals), company executives
also understand that the indeterminate and serendipitous qualities of the site, along with
the affective and thematic messiness of the Newsfeed in particular, are key reasons we
might scroll and flick out of time and out of mind.

When Facebook introduced the Timeline, the latest version of the profile page, it appeared
at least in part to be a further reassertion of clean narrative and linear time, a cleanly
scrolling contrast to the messy heterogeneity of clicks and gifs (ala Myspace) that used to
reign. The shift in metaphor—from wall to timeline—is like Facebook graduating from
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college46. No longer is your profile page a dorm room wall for your friends to post pictures
and notes on, it is a living breathing archive of your life. José van Dijck argues that the
Timeline is a shift in visual site aesthetics, from database to narrative, cajoling us to give up
more data in the interest of self-promotion:
You are asked to emphasize some events by inserting streamers and pictures, thus
adding ‘highlights’ in retrospect. The month-by-month and later year-by-year
ordering gives profiles the look and feel of a magazine. Your former profile suddenly
becomes the center of a slick publication, with yourself as the protagonist. (2013,
205)
And surely this analysis is right, as far as being a canny strategy for getting us to part with
our media. We are doubtlessly in the age of the personal brand, and linear narrative is
comforting and assuaging, making even unpleasant things seem fun (Massumi 2008).

But while the magazine vision of Facebook might be the end of the year videos that
Facebook algorithmically produces—media heavy and scored with uplifting music evoking an
insurance commercial—it’s unlikely that many or even most users engage with the
revamped profiles as if they were reading a slick publication. More likely, many users
engage with the revamped profiles in a way that more closely resembles the attentiondeficit, psychedelic, time-scrambling experience of the Newsfeed, which remains the
primary point of engagement on Facebook. Even with the slick veneer of Facebook blue, the
Newsfeed has a queer sense of temporality, where untimely likes from a friend can unearth
strange and serendipitous ghostly media at any moment. Of course, Facebook doesn’t
necessarily disrupt straight futurity and its “paradigmatic markers of life experience-namely,
birth, marriage, reproduction, and death” (Halberstam 2005, 2). But in flattening those
markers on a plane of friend-curated media they are deemphasized and desacralized.

46 Perhaps Facebook was just “gay until graduation”?
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The decidedly non-linear collaging of styles, affects, media and people is something unique
perhaps to algorithmically organized social media. Even a site like Buzzfeed, which has
become emblematic of a certain type of media styled and tailored to be “shared,” and which
is quite collagey and promiscuous in subject, is still affectively and stylistically quite
homogeneous (typified perhaps by their trademarked round yellow interactive buttons that
accompany each post: LOL, win, omg, cute, trashy, fail, wtf). While Facebook’s queer
juxtapositions can be motivating and exciting, they frequently agitate in less pleasant ways.
We might think of the “people you may know” algorithm as the monstrous flip side to the
serendipity of that “like” from a friend that performatively unearths nostalgic media. Here
we might find dead relatives, bad hook-ups, high school “friends”—some people we certainly
do know but would be better off not feeling, especially not randomly through a noncontextual experience of their media.

And indeed, these time glitches can trigger not just personal traumas but misguided political
movements. Tavia Nyong’o has suggested that the atemporal scrambling of social media
deeply troubles queer online activism, allowing people to feel affectively involved while out
of time and step with IRL political action (2012). Facebook frequently presents us with
situations of “absolute minimum of knowledge provided with a sort of maximum of
participation urged” (ibid., 47), which leads Nyong’o to ask if “unreliability and affective
intensity can enter into a negative feedback loop, such that the less reliable information we
can glean, the more we attach ourselves to intensities that seem plausible insofar as they
conform to imaginary structures” (ibid., 49).

The atemporal mix of urgencies from now and then are an exhortation to join the fun, to
post. Don’t overthink it, Facebook whispers, tell me “What’s on your mind?” Inserting ads of
various modalities between the ephemera of user-created or —curated content has become
incredibly profitable for Facebook. Since their growth and continued profitability depends in
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large part on making us see more and more of those ads, Facebook would like you to have
more friends, more intimacy, and for you to increasingly feel compelled to understand
yourself through these nonfamilial attachments.

Figure 3: What’s on your mind? (Facebook iOS app, screenshot by Benjamin Haber in May 2016)

In discussing an image by Tony Just of a tearoom, José Muñoz describes it as lacking in
epistemological framing, “performatively polyvalent” and carrying a “fundamental
indeterminacy” (1996, 5-6). This image introduces his vision of performance studies:
Central to performance scholarship is a queer impulse that intends to discuss an
object whose ontology, in its inability to ‘count’ as a proper ‘proof,’ is profoundly
queer. (ibid., 6)
The tension at the heart of this queer vision of performance studies— to call attention to
and discuss the ephemeral, that which typically would not be counted— is a tension too at
the heart of data hungry social media. Facebook’s valuation is not based simply on that
information that has typically “counted” in social science as empirically solid and
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methodologically grounded, but rather too on all those fleeting movements and moments
that might get deleted, forgotten or seen by only a few, but have already been aggregated
and disaggregated into value.

Conclusion: Queerness and the Archive
If in some fundamental way queer life is about the impermanence and fragility of identity,
there are limits to Facebook’s tolerance of polyvalence. Facebook must balance the queer
sensibilities that make the site compelling with the robust precision tracking and targeting
capacities only possible with the stability of “real names” accumulating data points and the
linear representations of archived media. There are queer pleasures in untimely Facebook:
the strange ways that identity gets made and unmade through our ongoing encounters with
always shifting personalized publics; the solidarities and shared affects of collective
moments of trauma and triumph; visualizing your “self” through a home-spun community;
even providing a space to “act out,” reject racist family members, and promote
underrepresented queer media. But these pleasures are fleeting and Facebook is not.

When you experience the Newsfeed, confronted with a sense of self through a constantly
shifting other, your feelings and thoughts are refracted through a quick scroll/stroll through
the ambient collectivity of your friends and the brands you have allied ourselves with. But
the felt ephemerality of the Newsfeed is archived in the Timeline—the oldest remaining part
of what was originally known as “The Facebook.” What was once the central component of
engagement is now mostly suffused with the anxiety of remission, the potential of outdated
media reemerging to ruin your ever changing personal brand.

Such is the danger of lingering media that Facebook has created multiple tools to root out
potentially metastasizing bong pictures. You might start with a “privacy checkup” and if you
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see anything worrying, you can spend a week or two looking through your “activity log,” a
truly dizzying catalog of likes, tags, searches and videos watched. While immense in scope
for anyone who has been an active Facebook user for years, the “ad preferences47” section
speaks to a consolidation of personally identifying information that stretches far beyond
what you type and click on Facebook. Broken into 14 categories like “business and
industry,” “food and drink” and “travel, places and events” this surprisingly customizable
page is built from “information from your profile as well as actions you take on and off
Facebook” and includes a range of generic and specific identifiers from “love” and “LGBT
friendly” to “yogurt” and esoteric categories like “away from family” and “light” (can’t argue
with that!).

Figure 4: Facebook Ad Preferences. Screenshot from www.facebook.com/ads/preferences/edit/ in May 2016

47 Go to https://www.facebook.com/ads/preferences/edit/ to see your own
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Despite the sheer vastness of this collection of monetizable signifiers, even Facebook
realizes the need for digital spaces with lower stakes; spaces where communicating to a
public does not require multiple levels of privacy modulation. To gain a foothold in the
business of ephemeral communication, Facebook has attempted to both buy and build
products with limited success. After a 3 billion dollar offer to buy industry leader Snapchat
was rejected, Facebook built the clone Slingshot and the throwback pseudonym-based app
Room, but both were shut down in short order. More recently, Facebook-owned Instagram
created “Stories,” an explicit clone of the popular Snapchat feature, which has become quite
popular, and is heavily promoting Facebook Live, a live-streaming video service.

Facebook’s multi-billion-dollar valuation stems from the company’s ability to deeply
integrate their architectures into over a billion people’s everyday lives. Less a website or
even a sprawling social authentication network, the outsized attention and capital flowing to
Facebook make it more akin to Fredric Jameson's notion of a cultural dominant (1991); a
technology, an aesthetic, and a business model whose influence creeps into many aspects
of everyday life. While creating a rich digital profile for advertisers is profitable work
(Facebook made 6.44 billion in revenue in the second quarter of 2016), their long-term
survival depends on developing or ingesting a variety of profit models and modes of user
engagement.

In the next chapter, I look at the appeal of Snapchat, which offers a hint at one emergent
trajectory in digital communication. Valued at billions of dollars and particularly popular with
younger people, I see Snapchat as similarly tapping into queer forms of social intimacy.
Sexuality haunts the service even as it distances itself from its steamy origins: queer
pleasure and anxiety are infrastructurally embedded in the design and a promiscuous
sociality encouraged in use. If Facebook is a gay bar, then Snapchat is a darkroom, able to
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turn even the most mundane flesh into a quickened pulse, and an opportunity for profitable
play.
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Chapter 2: The Ephemeral Turn: Snapchat and the Temporality of the
Encounter
Most importantly, we would need to engage in a politics of fore-giveness and deletion, in
which we remember that to delete is not to forget, but rather to open other less
dogmatically consensual ways of remembering.
Wendy Chun (2016, 160)
Launched in 2011, Snapchat was born as an app for people to send pictures that
“disappear”48 after they have been viewed by the recipient. Snapchat is an “image
messaging” service (and now video messaging as well), where visual media is the primary
means of communication, a digital platform where the body does not need to get translated
into text. While you can add words to your pictures, they read as ancillary to the audiovisual, not infrequently used to give added context to the message or serving to draw your
attention to a section of the screen/scene. More popular are filters and effects, interactive
overlays to let everyone on the internet know that you really are a dog (Figure 5). The
ephemeral natural of the media is intended to more closely mirror real life, where
conversation is not preempted by thoughts of permanence, and the performance of
everyday life can be more extemporaneous and casual.

Figure 5: Notably, this very popular dog filter is now widely understood to be a signifier for sexual promiscuity
both in and outside of Snapchat, leading some to call it the “hoe filter” (Hathaway 2016). Screenshot via Snapchat
48 A term Snapchat no longer uses, and that led to a settlement with the FCC due to Snapchat’s various security
vulnerabilities and the various ways, detailed below, that media can in fact be captured (Mayfield 2014)
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Much like Facebook, Snapchat has steadily expanded into a multimedia messaging and
social media platform with, as of this writing, over 150 million daily users sending billions of
pictures and videos daily. In addition to the person-to-person(s) messaging infrastructure
that will constitute the bulk of this article, Snapchat now hosts various formats for media
distribution. The “Stories” section extends the interactional temporality from the moment to
the day; when you post media to “My Story,” any of your Snapchat friends can view it for
24 hours. The Stories section is arranged by latest update and is continually rolling, so your
story always reflects your curated view of the last 24 hours: don’t post for a day and you
disappear from your friends Stories feed. In addition, there is “Live Stories,” which
aggregates media that has been posted in a particular area or during an event: this can
range from an album release to a football game or even a shooting. Live stories is curated
by humans but solicited by location; if you are near or in a stadium you might see an option
to post your story about an in-progress game. There is also the advertiser focused
“Discover,” where media companies can post ephemeral media, and most recently
“Memories,” an opt-in section where you can give your ephemeral media permanence (i.e.
save it) and send media not taken on Snapchat to other users and to your story.

Though Snapchat has only recently begun intensive monetization49, the company has long
been rapturously coveted by investors, with the opening price for their recent IPO giving
them a market capitalization of around 33 billion dollars (Balakrishnan 2017). While in part
that valuation reflects Snapchat’s notably young core demographic (Snapchat brags that
“On any given day, Snapchat reaches 41% of all 18 to 34-year-olds in the United States.”),
just as important is their novel advertising strategy. Eschewing the more typical social tech
business model of mining user-created media for targeted advertising, Snapchat primarily

49 Following the path of Facebook and other “unicorns,” Snapchat has, until recently, focused largely on user
acquisition
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Figure 6: From upper left clockwise: Stories interface with My Story at the top, the magazine style Discover, Live
Stories which changes daily and when you change location, The “Send to…” screen with an option to send your
media to “New York Story” for possible inclusion as a future Live Story. All screenshots from Snapchat in January
2017
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monetizes location information and the limited demographic information it collects. In
exchange for this less intensively/invasively surveyed landscape, Snapchat offers
advertisers the rapturous engagement of users unencumbered by the expectations of the
archive.

The decision by most social media companies to default to permanence (boyd 2011b) has
had far reaching effects. The eternal present that frames engagement with the Newsfeed
(Nyong'o 2012) obscures the vast temporality of the Timeline, where the more we post the
less we are able to manage the depths of our self-projections. This lack of capacity turns the
seemingly innocuous documentation of our interactions online into a treasure trove of
identifying information: health status, location, social connection and position, political
affiliation and more. The esoteric categorization of your Facebook “ad preferences” speaks
to the far reaching correlative trails we leave everywhere we go online. Worse yet, this
digital behavior is now being collated with our offline activity into risk profiles that are kept
and traded both by state and quasi-state commercial entities (Delo 2013; Angwin, Parris Jr.,
and Mattu 2016).

Snapchat, in contrast, is a phenomenon framed by its variable temporalities, the pleasure of
the fleeting encounter, and an escape from your personal brand. Snapchat would like to be
your go-to media platform for the event, broadly construed, but also for those moments out
of time(line), the explicit or mundane, a curated moment of distributed intimacy and the
random. The app signals its generational intentions with both design and aesthetics: less
user friendly and intuitive than Facebook (for example, there are two different obscure
ranking systems, one numerical and one emoji based), Snapchat’s bright yellow pallet,
ghost logo, and emphasis on perverting all media with irreverent filters and text signifies
carefree youth with a playfully bad reputation. No doubt part of Snapchat’s appeal is that it
is less popular among those older authority figures who just don’t get it. This is also the
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appeal for advertisers increasingly concerned that young media consumers are no longer
engaged with traditional advertisements. Snapchat is selective with the brands it partners
with and works with them to fit in with the aesthetics and “attitude” of the app.

Figure 7: Netflix sponsored filter. Screenshot of Snapchat on January 13, 2017

Snapchat’s quick growth was facilitated by distributing the kinds of content young people
are increasingly counseled to avoid adding to the archives passively haunting our everyday
lives: fighting, drinking, drug use, fails, funeral selfies, and most notoriously, sex. This
combination of youthful engagement and digital sexuality has historically been a
combustible place for media companies (McGlotten 2013, 79-100). While Snapchat has
received its share of fear-mongering media that rests on the figure of the innocent child
(Watts 2013; Gardner 2016), its continuing popularity and speculative value suggest that
the power of the “child sex panic” has perhaps waned with the queering of digital media.

Helpful as well in avoiding the taint of childhood sexuality is the dominance of another
discourse that has framed popular understanding of Snapchat: privacy. While popularly
discussed and initially promoted as a way to engage with others privately in an era of
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targeted ads, absorbent cookies and profiles that you can “delete” but not truly be rid of
(see: Ashley Madison [Geuss 2015]), Snapchat’s popularity is tied to a more complicated
play of disclosure and withholding than a discussion through the typical discourses of
privacy will allow.

The public and the private
While early on Snapchat made attempts to discourage users from breaking the ephemeral
contract—blocking third-party apps that allow the saving of media (Ingraham 2015) and
requiring users hold their finger on the screen while viewing a snap and thus making it more
physically challenging to use the iPhone’s built-in screen capture feature—more recently
they have made moves to prioritize ease of use over absolute deletion. For example,
“Stories” stretches the life of your media from seconds to hours, your personal snaps can
now be viewed twice before disappearing, and pictures can be screen captured without
ambidextrous acrobatics.

Beyond these moves to expand the bounds of the ephemeral, there are a number of ways
that we might see Snapchat as a (in some ways purposefully) leaky platform; media is
maintained for 30 days on Snapchat’s servers unless opened by the recipient and there are
a variety of both low and high tech ways users can record or save media. In other words,
Snapchat is hardly a walled castle, guarded from possible trouble by complicated technical
systems. In an era where end-to-end encryption50 is automatically activated in messaging
apps like Signal, Telegram and the popular Facebook-owned WhatsApp, it is clear that
Snapchat is not a leader in privacy as it is most typically talked about in the academy:
namely as identity protection or anonymity from the state and corporations. It is somewhat

50 Where, as long as neither device has been compromised, only the sender and viewer have access to media
being sent
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surprising then that Snapchat is still popularly framed through privacy discourses (see for
example, Maney, 2017).

Despite, or perhaps because of, the large-scale hand wringing about the various ways that
media can be saved or extracted, there is evidence that users feel fairly blasé about privacy
on Snapchat (Roesner, Gill, and Kohno 2014; Waddell, 2016). Roesner, Gill, and Kohno
found that most Snapchat users they interviewed were aware of the privacy limitations of
the service and continued to use it anyways (2014). For those users that were not aware of
the leaky bits of Snapchat, only a small proportion suggested that they would use Snapchat
less when given such information (ibid., 71). Rather than security, most Snapchat users
liked the social messaging service because it was “fun” and casual (ibid., 74-5).

In other words, despite suggestions that Snapchat’s popularity is directly tied to its privacy
affordances, users generally do not make choices about which social media platforms to use
because of concerns about privacy. In contrast with the popular literature framing youthful
internet users as reckless and unsafe when it comes to privacy (Agosto & Abbas 2017)
Snapchat shows that discourses of public and private have not kept up with the complexities
of engaging with networked publics (Marwick and boyd 2014). So, while we may not see
Snapchat as particularly private in the terms of identification and evidence—real name,
facial recognition, tracking and cookies vs. anonymity, erasure, proxy—privacy also speaks
to an interactional process, a purposeful engagement with alterity and an ongoing grappling
with smaller publics. In other words, by shifting focus to the pleasures of publicness, we can
see Snapchat as private in the way that shared and fleeting intimacy resists incorporation
into the published record of your identity, that allows for an off-brand encounter and a
cruise into the mundane intimacy of life and bodies.
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However, while others have helpfully reframed digital privacy to take account for the loss of
control over context of reception (Nissenbaum 2009) and the complications of our
subsumption into networks (Marwick and boyd 2014), my intervention is to move discourses
of ephemeral media away from privacy all together. In doing so I don’t discount or
downplay the essential work of advocating for systemic shifts in how user-created media is
protected and of educating the public about the seismic shifts in how, what and why you are
known by the major players in the new economy. But in accepting a discursive field of social
media that is dominated by privacy framings, academics risk both failing to speak to the
needs and concerns of new generations of internet users and, more ominously, overselling
the dangerous internet to the benefit of closed systems and the consolidation of capital,
attention and social possibility online.

What’s more, privacy fails to fully account for both the felt anxieties and pleasures of the
ongoing digital reconfiguration of the social. This is in part because in an age where sensing,
tracking and profiling reaches towards ubiquity, the language of privacy is required to hold a
much broader and more complex range of affronts and boundary expansions. The
experience of becoming known—to industry, states both foreign and domestic, and a wide
variety of individual actors both familiar and strange—requires us to come to grips with
complicated feelings around fear, exposure, publicity, serendipity, déjà vu and more. We
are being conscripted into a high stakes reorganization of the self, prodded by competing
proxies: are you what you search or are you what you post?

Privacy is primarily talked about as a political or legal issue but the way that it influences
our actions is affective; the uneven nature of public concern around privacy and digital
culture reflects the extent to which we have been primed to alternately personalize or
minimize our interpellation by data. Google’s logging of your movement across the world
(through Google Maps) or Fitbit’s health tracking scoops up activity that doesn’t seem to
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inspire the impulse to protect and retreat. Location and pulse are passively distributed,
more abstractly related to risk, and perhaps easier to disassociate from the self51. If you
were to have your Gmail conversations or Google search results revealed however, the risk
is visceral.

Of course, we must continue to advocate for protections for social media users, particularly
from state surveillance and data hungry advertisers. However, a binary framing of public
and private, or perhaps more commonly of private and not private, while perhaps useful
politically in the short term, is a politics that misses the trees for the forest. Popular privacy
discourses tend to implicitly suggest a unified class of internet users that have similar
experiences and concerns. For example, when a presumed consensus of digital consumers
are assumed to need more education about the risks of information sharing, privacy
becomes a way of regulating the norms around acceptable publicness.

Wendy Chun suggests that much that is toxic about digital culture rests upon what she calls
“the epistemology of outing” that “depends on the illusion of privacy, which it must
transgress” (2016, 151). In other words, a heteronormative and patriarchal vision of privacy
exists to be undone, thereby further solidifying hetero and masculinist norms of public and
private. The ghosts of a dangerous Internet, where one wrong move can ruin you forever,
are the same gendered ghosts designed to keep women and queers out of public space. The
leaky internet, “an unstoppable window that threatens to overwhelm the home and existing
zoning laws” creates users “curiously inside out—they are framed as private subjects
exposed in public” (Chun 2016, 12). A rigidly binary public/private distinction confuses
infrastructure for subject, promiscuous network for careless slut.

51 Patricia Clough has suggested that 21st century media creates a tendency for dissociation between the “sexed
and gendered embodied self” and Mark Hansen’s vision of the body as “society of microsensibilities themselves
atomically susceptible to technical capture” (see Clough 2015 and Hansen 2015)
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The digital speeds up our habituation to new norms but doesn’t cushion the whiplash. When
Facebook changed their platform to incorporate the Timeline, there was widespread outrage
about personal conversations that suddenly became public, only they hadn’t: habits that
had formed under the old Facebook architecture clashed so much with the newly public
Timeline that it felt like Facebook had suddenly revealed something private. The posts were
always “public” but newly easy access to another era of digital communication had the force
of exposure. The felt violation came from a sudden change of norms; the acceleration of
circulation as a core architectural value was for some like abruptly realizing you live in a
glass walled apartment.

Queer theory provides a useful alternative to privacy discourses, framing the negotiation of
public and private as generative. Legal and political framings of public and private tend to
lack an appreciation for the “visceral force” that their definitional boundaries have on our
bodies (Warner 2002, 23). For Michael Warner, counterpublics, “defined by their tension
with a larger public” can “elaborate new worlds of culture and social relation in which gender
and sexuality can be lived, including forms of intimate association, vocabularies of affect,
styles of embodiment, erotic practices, and relations of care and pedagogy” (ibid., 56-7). To
speak of social media mainly in terms of the loss of privacy misses the foundational ways
that giving up privacy is at the heart of having a public life and being involved in cultural
change.

The ritual expectations of coming out combined with the palpable violence that shadows
queer discourse highlights how queer life can simultaneously be coded as excessively public
and somehow not public enough. Facebook’s insistence on legal names is just one example
of how straight notions of publicness— the assumption that no one with “integrity” should
need more than one identity or have anything to hide, as Mark Zuckerberg once suggested
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(Kirkpatrick 2010, 199)— clash with queer life. The decentralization of name policing allows
for vigilante queer targeting, while the centralization of decision making puts your fate in
unaccountable and opaque hands (Vara 2014). Those who live lives with names that don’t
match legal documents must choose to forgo an increasingly essential(ized) venue for public
discourse or risk unaccountable adjudication and erasure.

So what can be done? Notably, the hope for Chun is a politics of digital loitering, the
emergence of digital spaces where boundaries are designed to be reconfigured through
promiscuous mixing, rather than broken in order to secure ossified behavioral norms (2016,
158-9). This “politics of fore-giveness and deletion” blooms in spaces that allow for
ephemeral interaction (ibid., 160), that promote lingering in the present rather than the
management of a future programmed through the past.

The Queer Ephemeral
While the theoretical interest in the ephemeral has bloomed with the acceleration of digital
archiving, the deconstruction of temporality has long been fertile ground for queer political
intervention. To queer temporality is to syncopate or deconstruct the entrenched but
unthought ways that the organization of time naturalizes our habits, desires and capacities.
There is a queerness to even considering time as a subject: resistant to objectification yet
not simply an abstraction, Elizabeth Grosz writes that time is "a kind of evanescence that
appears only at those moments when our expectations are (positively or negatively)
surprised" (2004, 5).

We are powerfully driven by rhythm and timing in both the minutia of our everyday lives
and the longer scales that influence life chances. Queer time can mean out of sync with
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heteronormative cycles of life—from “queer temporalities haunting all children” (Stockton
2009, 7) and ”the stretched out adolescences of queer culture” (Halberstam 2005, 153) to
“the erotics of compressed time and impending mortality” (Halberstam 2005, 2)—or
discordantly resonating with the temporality of the reproductive everyday, those
“nonsequential forms of time” that “can fold subjects into structures of belonging and
duration that may be invisible to the historicist eye” (Freeman 2010, xi).

Queering temporality has some of the presumed-to-be-positive associations that typically
come from verbing queer, but the foundational place of HIV/AIDS in disrupting normative
rhythms and the multiple ways that queer life can be out of time complicates any simple
movement from bent to subversive to positive. Tim Dean writes of the anxious liminality of
gay men caught between the “death-sentence time” of AIDS (Dean 2011, 80) and the
normative temporality of the American life course (2011, 80) 52. Writing before the
availability of PreP53 Dean suggests that for some gay men bareback sex and the
acceptance of seroconversion is, like marriage, about the relief of embracing a more
structured timeline (2011). Even those who might identify quite strongly with queer
ideology can long for release from the pressures of asynchronous temporalities.

The ephemeral—the temporality of the moment—has long had associations with the
marginal. As long as the permanence of written communication has been violently denied to
those whose lives are seen as ruptural, performance traditions have allowed for the passing
down of ways of being and thinking too dangerous to be codified in print or silicon. The
Habermasian “public sphere” vision of publicness celebrated as the cornerstone of

52 A norm that has never been a reality for many marginalized folks, especially black and brown men, who not
coincidentally are most affected by HIV in the United States (“African Americans | Race/Ethnicity | HIV by Group |
HIV/AIDS | CDC” 2017)
53 Prep stands for Pre-Exposure Prophylaxis, typically a daily dose of the HIV medication combo
tenofovir/emtricitabine which has been shown to substantially reduce the likelihood of transmission if taken
regularly
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democratic life and grieved through its digital privatization has always been partial and
exclusionary:
Subordinate people do not have the privilege of explicitness, the luxury of
transparency, the presumptive norm of clear and direct communication, free and
open debate on a level playing field that the privileged classes take for granted.
(Conquergood 2002, 146).

Ephemerality shields the marginal from violence and criminalization and opens up a politics
centered less on the identity politics of recognition and more of a “micropolitics of
frequency” in a “reality that has become tunable” (Goodman 2012, 188). A politics of the
ephemeral is the opposite of a visibility politics: rather than working through publicity, it
works through affect, rather an archive, the legacy of the ephemeral is “traces, glimmers,
residues, and specks of things” (Munoz 1996, 10).

The ephemeral may disappear but it is not fleeting. Nathan Jurgenson has argued that
ephemerality, precisely because it “welcomes the possibility of forgetting,” also “sharpens
viewers’ focus”; knowing you have only a moment to see something concentrates attention
and heightens impact (2013). In a moment, time can slow, move sideways and get fat
(Stockton 2009). A moment can haunt you, becoming “a seething presence, acting on and
often meddling with taken-for-granted realities” (Gordon 2008, 8), and creating new
affective and relational possibilities.

While ephemera may indeed “inhabit the present” (Chun 2016, 160) there is a surprising
futurity to its orientation: while archives can lie dormant or inaccessible on an outdated
format, an impactful encounter lives on. The permanence of the digital archive requires the
continuity of hosting companies, the successful transference from old medium to new:
media needs “caretakers” to achieve lasting accessibility (Jones 2004, 86). The ephemeral is
relatively nimble: feelings, styles and ways of being that live on because they can morph
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and change as they move between bodies, while still carrying a message. For José Muñoz,
the ephemeral gesture is a critical part of queer life building and queer communication
(2009, 65-82). While even “queer archives” can always be reinterpreted, mobilized for a
straighter present, the gesture lives on “as trace, the remains, the things that are left,
hanging in the air like a rumor” (ibid., 65).

The digital intimately engages us at new temporal rhythms, intervening at time scales faster
than we can consciously comprehend and spatializing unfathomable temporalities into
digestible visualization and algorithm. The aesthetics and affects of digital communication
increasingly encode the gestural, provide the context and content for the fleeting. Even the
minor digital objects of our everyday lives—shading, subtext, shadow—commingle with our
most intimate media, performing some of the affective context lost in the digital flattening
of communication. More than just a conduit, digital objects are deeply integrated into
circuits of desire and fear, the critical link of a ménage à trois connecting finger to leg to
pulse. While queer life is increasingly entangled with this marginalia, queer theorization has
been slow to grapple with the subtle reconfigurations of gender and sexuality occurring
through the peripheral digital:
The presumed differences between “gay” and “straight” could be thought more
generously through the quotidian and banal activities of sexual self-elaboration
through Internet technologies — emergent habituations, corporeal comportment and
an array of diverse switchpoints of bodily capacity. (Puar 2012, 151)

A focus on those background, designed-to-be-ignored parts of digital practice speaks the
renewed interest in affect, aesthetics and habit. These frames speak to the power of the
social beyond consciousness, or as Mark Hansen has fittingly put it, the marginalization of
consciousness in computational circuits (2015, 4). While I reference empirical studies that
speak to the subjective experience of these emergent habituations, I think it is important to
note that traditional social scientific methods that largely depend on the conscious
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reflections of a select few cannot fully capture the profound social impact of digital practice.
This changing relationship between consciousness and action needs a semiotics of this
practice, starting with a close reading of digital objects. This will not help us uncover or
deconstruct the hidden meaning of emergent habituations54, but rather will start to grapple
with the patterned logics of incitement, the affective landscapes of open but directional
behavior modification (Parisi 2012, 40).

Monogamous Architecture
Promiscuity is an essential principle of digital network architecture: common protocols allow
the Internet to operate without centralized control or ownership. As Wendy Chun notes, “a
truly monogamous network card would be inoperable” (2016, 52). Culturally too, digital
technologies encourage continuous social intermingling: Robert Payne suggests that
“promiscuity is a key attribute of how contemporary media culture is structured around the
proliferation of the multiple intimacies of media use” (2014, 2). Services like Klout quantify
this promiscuous mixing, implicitly making it transgressive to withdraw, to remove yourself
from circulation (ibid., 13). The field of identity management online has moved from
deletion and withdrawal to creation and promotion: best to be proactive about representing
yourself or you will be at the mercy of others with unknown intentions. In a largely
monogamous culture—not just sexually monogamous, but as discussed in the previous
chapter, relationality in general—these proliferating intimacies at asynchronous
temporalities can create unnerving intensities and anxious attentions. While “going viral”
online can be exciting, increasingly it is suffused with the danger of trolls, bullies and a
variety of other “wrong hands.”

54 Which, of course, are not yet determined
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The consolidation of the social internet is in part a response to these circulating affects:
retrench into me and I’ll keep you safe. And of all of the major social tech companies, Apple
demands the most fidelity. Famously horizontally-integrated and black-boxed, Apple
products are designed to work seamlessly with each other so you’ll never need another, a
high walled fortress safe from the viral intruders. Apple’s very public fight with the US
government about the possibility of creating a so-called “back door” for the state to access
locked iPhones without the password is just the most spectacular example of Apple’s familial
positioning. The digital corporation becomes your corporate patriarch, protecting the secrets
now exposed with their digital glass windows. If the dangerous internet frames the user as
curiously inside out, naked in public, this becomes a moment for another curious inversion:
capital as regulatory force on the state. The reconfiguration of the subject furthers the
privatization of state power.

Apple’s commitment to personal privacy is classically heteronormative: full transparency
inside the house, but sun-tight shaded windows and biometric locks to keep out the unruly
world. If you want to venture out into the wilds of the Internet on an iPhone, you have to
play by daddy’s rules55. For app developers that encourage or permit user generated
content, you must agree to proactively monitor pornographic imagery by pre-screening user
uploads56. But you know how daddy is: his rules seem to be a bit flexible based on the
shifting norms of social decency. The introduction to the “App Store Review Guidelines” for
developers, begins with a riff on that famous Supreme Court edict of a presumed shared
moral vision:

55 In gendering Apple as a daddy, I draw from Sarah Kember’s parodic reading of digital objects, materials and
companies as gendered (2016) and make reference to the interconnection between wealth, power and patriarchal
norms of behavior
56 The app store review guidelines state: “To prevent abuse, apps with user-generated content or social networking
services must include: A method for filtering objectionable material from being posted to the app”
(“App Store Review Guidelines” 2017)
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We will reject apps for any content or behavior that we believe is over the line. What
line, you ask? Well, as a Supreme Court Justice once said, "I'll know it when I see it".
And we think that you will also know it when you cross it.
(“App Store Review Guidelines” 2017) 57

This sought after monogamous attachment to daddy Apple is paralleled in the user-facing
architecture. “Find my Friends,” an app that comes pre-installed on the iPhone, is a vision of
“friendship” perhaps best expressed by the icon:

Figure 8: Find my Friends/Two Becomes One. Screenshot of Apple iOS app

Two becomes one in this vision of total transparency, where with a few clicks you can share
your location with someone indefinitely. Of course, you can reject your new partner's
request, but why—what do you have to hide? This is a vision of surveillance as comfort,
relationality as panopticon, the triumph of private and privatized visibility as a way of life.
Apple rebuts the surveillance state in the name of the surveillance family.

We see something similar in the iMessage read receipt, an optional feature that gives people
you text with a small but prominent notification when it has been read by the recipient:

57 Though this could change at any time, since Apple notes “This is a living document; new apps presenting new
questions may result in new rules at any time.”
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Figure 9: iOS read receipt. Personal communication, screenshot November 26, 2016

The read receipt turns messaging into something more than textual exchange; a full-fledged
communication platform for alertness and anxiety that has you longing for the stability of
monogamous attachment. While the context of the text and your relationship to the sender
is crucial, message receipts tend to invite an anxious anticipation of response and a felt
pressure to reply, depending on which side of the exchange you are on (Lynden and
Rasmussen, 2017, 26; Hoyle et al., 2017, 3841). While Facebook message read receipts are
baked into the messaging system and are unable to be turned off, iMessage read receipts
are optional, creating a landscape of variable and non-reciprocal transparency. This nonreciprocal transparency preps you to desire an excess of knowing, keeps you at a state-ofalertness, a hyper-awareness of imbalance that longs for the implicit reciprocality of
monogamy. Why did they read my message and not reply? Why is she in that
neighborhood? The transparency of the read receipt is of the suffocating mundane,
triggering an anxious expectation around everyday talk.

The ruptural anxieties in the intimacies of new media and the unfamiliar temporalities in our
increasingly digital lives can be framed as a crisis to be solved through retrenchment to the
familiar or as the potentiality of an empathetic encounter with alterity. The vulnerabilities of
networked sociality are the vulnerabilities of life itself; humans are hopelessly at the mercy
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of others, queerly laid bare by our dependence on ever larger networks of people for
familiar rhythms and the pleasures of the untimely. Because Apple controls the entirety of
the iPhone ecosystem—hardware, software and services—they can position themselves as a
one stop shop to mitigate against the risks of this social dependency. To accept Apple’s
moral vision in exchange for security is to consolidate your intimate digital life under the
ever-changing Terms & Conditions. This is the reinvention of contract as temporal closure, a
privatized digital analog to the symbolic force of marriage.

Marriage and the Fordist vision of the family have long been mobilized as social insurance, a
neoliberal strategy of privatizing care and foreclosing redistributive policies (Cooper, 2017).
As the power of the state depends increasingly on private infrastructures, it is fitting that
digital capitalism would begin to mirror marriage as a cultural form, where fidelity to a
company promises a comforting rhythm and protection from the outside. The expansion of
marriage to gay couples brings that closure to new subjects, offers to replace messy queer
timescapes with a contract laden with the promises of future predictability.

Marriage has a temporal force: the anxious present gets reconfigured through an imagined
linear future. John Borneman suggests that marriage should be viewed as a foreclosure of
the contingency of history and futurity, “an end to all histories outside of marriage” where
“arbitrariness and surprise are eliminated in favor of a social contract that regulates,
privileges, and protects” (1996, 228). In an ironic twist, the same global forces that are
temporalizing production and employment into contingency push consumption to a marriage
like fidelity to a small number of (increasingly digital) companies. The reconfiguration of
social life through the digital provides a timely window to reconsider temporal closures and
relational retrenchments, to imagine how we might embrace the uncertainty of being with
others or recommit to the relative safety of contractually bound fidelity.
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To be clear, there are real dangers on the internet, like there are real dangers on city
streets. But like the dystopian vision of burning, out of control cities that Donald Trump
used to secure a violently normative vision of race and policing, the new digital
dystopianism secures a retrenchment to contractually bound behavior as defined by Apple,
Google or Facebook. Greg Goldberg has argued that the anxious projections of popular
digital dystopianism serves to buttress a normative vision of the responsible subject and
organic body at work (2016). This normative subject/body is framed “in relation to an
insufficient Other: the irresponsible and hedonistic user” (ibid., 797), a juvenile figure that
needs to “grow up” (ibid., 794). Snapchat provides a platform that seems to hold little
possibility for responsible work, focusing instead on monetizing these youthful hedonists.

Promiscuous Digital Cruising
Perhaps it should not be a surprise that the young are most likely to indulge in the
pleasures of the dangerously promiscuous digital encounter. And not just the young, but the
queerly expanding youth-ish of subcultural-affiliated, marriage-delaying58 people in their
20s and 30s, the canaries bending but not yet breaking the “normative model of youth
cultures as stages on the way to adulthood” (Halberstam 2005, 174). Queer theory has
explored different ways of negotiating security and publicity, and some of these are being
mobilized in digital platforms, with ambiguous results. In some of Snapchat’s design choices
one can see how the company has allowed for an almost queer kind of ambiguity— one that
withholds the transparency of clear relational definition in favor of promiscuous mixing—
which can help sustain profitable engagement with the platform.

58 According to the National Marriage Project at The University of Virginia “The age at which men and women
marry is now at historic heights—27 for women, and 29 for men—and is still climbing” (Hymowitz et al. 2013)
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In contrast to the iMessage read receipt, consider the Snapchat screenshot notification, a
small green or pink icon that visually indicates that someone has saved your disappearing
media. Unable to completely stop smartphone users from taking a screenshot when using
Snapchat (and thus saving a still image), Snapchat instead made it easier to capture this
media, foregoing some measure of ephemerality for a distributed transparency. This allows
a space for play and the gradual realization of interpersonal vulnerability, subtly mitigating
the risk of viral malignancy.

Receiving a notification that someone captured your ephemeral media is like getting your
picture taken at a party, the flattery of wanting to archive a moment rather than a
habituating part of a circuit of exchange. Of course, getting your picture taken at a party (or
having your ephemeral media captured) can be both thrilling and thick with risk depending
on the content and context. But an undertheorized part of this context is how capture is
represented in digital platforms. Rather than a policing function, the bright green
notification (quantified in the stories section) suggests celebration and reciprocity: you
should be pleased that someone wanted to preserve that moment, proud even. This
celebrates circulation even as it notifies users of potentially unwanted exposure, and it may
increase risk even as it appears to mitigate it, and vice versa. That is, risk and its mitigation
begin to seem paradoxically correlated. Revelations of exposure can stoke desire for more
of it, even as it may raise anxiety levels.
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Figure 10: Snapchat Screenshot icon in green. While 4 people have viewed My Story, only 1 has “captured” it.
Screenshot Snapchat November 28, 2016

Not surprisingly, considering this celebratory visual representation, users do not see taking
a screenshot as an automatic violation of trust (Roesner, Gill, and Kohno 2014). To the
limited extent that this has been studied, you see that the meaning of receiving a
screenshot notification on Snapchat is contextual and that both the media itself and the
receiver who captured it influences how one feels about the act (Xu et al., 2016). More
generally, people see the app as more personal and intimate than other social media
platforms (Vaterlaus et al., 2016), though that intimacy also led “partner behaviors” on the
app to inspire “higher levels of jealousy than the same behaviors on Facebook” (Utz,
Muscanell, and Khalid 2015).

This jealousy intrigues me. In part, it is reputational: even after rocketing from curiosity to
empire, Snapchat’s ephemeral core gives it a reputation that it has something to hide. The
archive everything ethos of the datalogical turn (Clough et al., 2015) makes ephemerality
suspicious by default. But the anxiety of partner behaviors, the infectious potential of
promiscuity, is built deeper into the app. Another architectural feature that is unique to
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Snapchat is the non-reciprocal understanding of who has been sent media. If you are sent a
group message over Instagram or Facebook Messenger, you know that the picture was sent
to a group. It still might be an intimate exchange, but it is the intimacy of curation rather
than encounter, of having been picked rather than having been hailed. Even with email,
while the BCC feature allows you to hide the recipient, that alone suggests to the receiver a
rather large group of others involved. Though email is rarely considered an intimate
medium, a careless CC instead of an intended BCC can show the anxious power of the
surprise reveal.59

Snapchat’s innovation in this regard is a typical digital flattening: all Snap’s that you receive
appear the same, no matter if it was sent to only you, five other people, or twenty other
people. In other words, when you get a Snap from a friend or lover there is no way to tell if
you were the only one to get it or if you are one of many. Of course, you can use the
context of the media itself and your history (or lack thereof) with the sender to determine
what is being communicated and to whom. But by withholding transparency, Snapchat both
encourages the promiscuous circulation of media and creates opportunities for different kind
of intimacies, using the same (media) to create difference (reception). Like with a
darkroom, where you can choose to imagine that dick (pic) as yours alone or thrill/despair
in the erotics of being a shared and sharing object of affection, Snapchat’s strategic move
for increasing metrics60 creates a space for queer ambiguity.

Snapchat is not a real gay darkroom—if it was (aesthetically/functionally/affectively)
straight people would not use it. But in creating an infrastructure for promiscuous media by

59 I once received a faux personalized rejection email from a “high status” grad school that learned this lesson all
too well
60 In this case less transparency should lead to more circulation. Allowing the sender to forward media to a group
in the drag of the ambiguous singular should encourage more Snaps sent: you get to send a personalized message
to multiple people with ease.
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strategically creating play around opacity and ephemerality, Snapchat allows for less
determined encounter and a more open space for a kind of vulnerability to otherness. There
is a cruisey vibe to Snapchat:
What I find interesting about certain practices of cruising is their aimlessness, their
encountering a centrifugal openness to the other without the necessity of having a
particular object of seduction in mind. (Dean 2009, 210)
This aimlessness allows for encounters less structured by predetermined publics and
infrastructural incitements. Snapchat’s increasingly lonely commitment to a chronological
listing of media allows a less predictable mix of both the people and the content you engage
with than the algorithmic orderings of Facebook and Instagram.

Even the social quantification, a common strategy to increase user engagement, feels less
prodding and more parody, more about the queer allure of the digital than engaging with
some “basic human tendency to see the world in terms of hierarchies of reputation and
status” (Merry 2016, 1). Snapchat has two user-facing metrics, each relatively obscure.
Each user has a Klout-like personal score, that seems to be some sort of proxy for
engagement and/or circulation. However, your scores meaning and how it increases is not
explained on the app, and the score itself is not placed in a position of prominence (see
Figure 12).

More interesting to me are the infrastructurally functional friend rankings, an emoji based
system that influences the order in which your “friends” are listed (Figure 11):
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Figure 11: Friend emojis Left is the explanation of your “friend emojis,” found buried deep in the Settings. Right
is the Send To screen with examples of friend emojis in action- both the emojis and the best friends change
regularly in ways that are not fully explained. Screenshots December 1, 2016

Figure 12: My Snapchat score is 5,674! This screen is an auxiliary part of the app- you must swipe up to see it,
while the main functions of Snapchat are found by swiping right or left . Screenshot December 1, 2016
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This is true modulation and a hierarchical one at that. But still, the terms are not defined—
what is a best friend? —and the numbers can shift, giving you three best friends one day
and one on another. The built-in multiplicity and tendency towards frequent shifts seems
designed to encourage the displacement of the singular (a real danger if a monogamous
attachment is replaced by a different object of affection). The changing order of the names
and shifting emoji placement are the haunting of past encounters, a glittery wink from the
ephemeral beyond.

Conclusion: Queerness and Digital Risk
The increased speed and intensity of circulation in the digital era incentivizes both queer
orientations to sociality and the lucrative backlash, straight retrenchment. In this chapter,
Apple and Snapchat have served as case studies representing both sides of this profitable
paradox. While my sympathies clearly lie with platforms that allow for ambiguity,
unmonitored intimacies, and mistakes, I highlight this contrast not to venerate Snapchat,
but to demonstrate how the queer time of digital media creates new opportunities for
centralized profit. These case studies complicate celebratory notions of queer temporality,
even as they highlight the value of queer theorization in unpacking the new dichotomies
that drive digital capitalism.

While this chapter has largely focused on the social messaging component of Snapchat, the
company is looking at new kinds of monetization and to prioritize different forms of media.
With a recent public offering and increasing pressure to show revenue in line with user
engagement, this means refocusing on advertising friendly models of interaction and the
development of new revenue streams. Recently rebranded, Snap, Inc. have released a pair
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of sunglasses61, are increasingly promoting Discover (which is really more old media than
new), ramped up their sales team, and now think of themselves as a technology rather than
social media company (Pathak 2016).

The temporalities hosted by Snapchat offer some intriguing opportunities for queer sociality,
especially in a social media landscape increasingly dominated by corporate archival hoarding
and algorithmic organization. But even if the ephemeral turn has brought some of this play
and ambiguity to the interfaces of social media by opening up opportunities for queer digital
intimacy outside the public-private binary, it cannot singlehandedly change the underlying
dynamics of contemporary capitalism. The privatization of public and semi-public
infrastructures puts key parts of our everyday lives in the hands of a few companies who
need the massive growth that can be best served by compulsion rather than delight or
deeper or more meaningful connections. The danger is not just our increasing reliance on
privatized spaces of sociality, but that these privatized spaces are valued at billions of
dollars and thus must infrastructurally reorient around living up to those valuations.

A gay bar is a private space, of course, but one that is decentralized and therefore at least
somewhat accountable to the goodwill of its patrons. If you aren’t having a good time at
Stonewall you can go across the street to the Monster Bar, but where can you turn if your
digital platform for cruisy intimacy goes astray? As social networks in physical spaces (like
gay bars) begin to be shuttered (Kane 2015), the aesthetics, affects, and affordances of
interpersonal communication are increasingly framed by a small number of highly leveraged
tech companies. While there are thousands of nascent social networks, the story of digital
social media thus far is one of massive consolidation, where 3 or 4 companies dominate and
buy, copy or bury all competition. Ultimately, no matter your definition of privacy, a social

61 See https://www.spectacles.com/
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media landscape controlled by a handful of massive companies and a variety of state
apparatuses does not bode well.

Digital culture needs decentralization and proliferation rather than retrenchment into online
empires, hoping that our fidelity will keep us safe. To get to the point where social media
starts to truly reflect the temporal diversity of queer life will require the quick and
cooperative development of many different kinds of platforms for social engagement as well
as a sea change around the affective landscape of trust and connection. The proliferation of
digital temporalities is not enough however; unless the enforcement of norms is
decentralized and the potential of social media is wrested from instrumentalization, risk
adverse companies will police or disappear ruptural content.

Unless agitated by relentless pressure from social media users, these companies will be
content to publicize profitable peculiarities and disappear dangerous difference. Social media
companies see ephemerality as a risk management strategy; the risk of losing anxious
users to other platforms or IRL 62 communication, the risks of permanently hosting nonnormative expression, and the risky business of becoming the arbiters of social
acceptability. There is a paradox between the risk management functions of ephemerality
for social media companies and the historic value of ephemeral communication to queers
and other marginalized people. By using Snapchat rather than cruising a park or staging a
performance in the underground club, we agree to the monetization of our interactions even
as we tacitly accept the logic that queer communication is too risky for the archive. Of
course, this is the whole point of queer politics: if our idea and affects are not ruptural, thick
with risk, what is the need for ephemerality?

62 In Real Life
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Due to their recent IPO, Snap, Inc. has had to lay out a wide range of insolvency risks
(Flynn 2017), including most pressingly the need to maintain a high rate of growth even as
advertising dollars consolidate into a “duopoly” of Facebook and Google (Dan, 2017). While
social media companies are foundationally averse to norms 63, ultimately these corporations
are subject to the limited risk tolerance of advertisers (Maheshwari 2017), especially as
platforms grow and face increasing pressure to monetize attention. If we accept the
conflation of privacy with the ephemeral, forms of social life deemed risky will take on the
shame of secrecy even as they proliferate, forced to choose between the normativity of
mass communication or the implied deviancy of the secret.

The epistemology of the digital closet is that while broad political norms largely endure (slut
shaming remains largely targeted at women and femmes and is understood as uniquely
damaging to them), aesthetic and affective normativity is a fast-changing target (marking
all women as potential sluts). In other words, while the digital appears to scramble the
norms around promiscuous sociality, it frequently does so in racialized and gendered ways
that are affectivly familiar (Chun 2016; Nyong’o 2012), opening up stratified fault lines that
remain undertheorized (Daniels 2013).

Social media seems to proliferate opportunities for identification while narrowing options for
action. Indeed, recognizing the endless and shifting ways that gender and sexuality adhere
into form is a smart business decision. As Facebook’s uneven track record on gender
demonstrates, you can have any identity you want as long as it doesn’t affect the bottom
line. You can pick your gender from a long list of choices (it will get coded through a binary
in any case [see Bivens 2015]), but if you have more than one name or persona you lack
“integrity” (Kirkpatrick 2010, 199). You can proudly identify as a nudist, but share a picture

63 Ossified norms need to break to keep people updating with your app and norms in general limit the potential
field of monetizable content
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with a bare nipple64 (Dumas 2016) and you might be accused of making others feel unsafe,
or worse, that your transgression limits the “fun” of others (see Figure 13 below). Thus,
while growing body of scholarship has shown that the digital proliferates identity (even
marginalized identity) rather than obviates it (Nakamura and Chow-White 2011),
opportunities for behavioral expression have seemingly narrowed.

Figure 13: A warning I received from Instagram. Notably it does not indicate what media had been removed or
which community standard I had violated. “Thanks for helping us keep Instagram a safe and fun place for
everyone!” Personal communication April 14, 2014

Snapchat, in its countervailing rejection of typical identity based monetization, has created
a space where behavior is less preempted by the self as cumulative brand, where identity is
less important for the company's bottom line. And yet, it’s massive valuation and quickly
growing revenue suggests that limited demographic information and cumulative location
proves plenty sufficient for capturing the value of its users. Ephemeral media might protect

64 “We also restrict some images of female breasts if they include the nipple, but our intent is to allow images that
are shared for medical or health purposes” from “Facebook Community Standards” at
https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards
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the branded self from inconvenient content, but it doesn’t prevent your actions, movement
and connections from being extrapolated into monetizable derivatives. In allowing location
to function as a proxy for the self, Snapchat both mitigates risk and encourages profitable
change. By creating a temporary performative space for soliciting always shifting
assemblages of affinity and patterned expression, Snapchat sidesteps the complications of
collection and management of data while reaping the rewards.

Jasbir Puar has suggested that we begin to understand identity “not as essence, but as risk
coding” and grapple with the ways that “populations are constructed through prevailing
ideas of variability and risk” (2009, 165). My analysis of social media suggests that this is
already how identity is understood by digital capitalism. Identity provides a shorthand to
organize the value of a “user”; the construction of the self through amateur media
production marking us as future risks or valuable targets.

But it is important to remember that risk is also a key element of the pleasure of queer life.
The margins can provide a space for practices and styles considered risky by
heteronormative discourse that would wither under the glare of the center. Are ephemeral
technologies redistributing the capacity to take pleasure in risk, allowing some and not
others the thrill of distributed intimacy? The heightened orientation to risk also perhaps
marshals a solidarity or at least a sympathy to those otherwise marginalized. Dean has
argued for the gay male subcultural practice of barebacking as an allegory for an “openness
to alterity” (2009, 30), an ethics of rejecting barriers and unlimited intimacy. Do we lose
this tendency towards affinity and affiliation if we allow our risky, world-making activities to
be mitigated through the digital infrastructures of highly capitalized brands?

A queer politics of temporality in the social media age needs not to retreat from
theorizations of the ephemeral and the encounter, but a rededication to “the politics of
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intervention as a matter of entering in the middle in order to modulate,” through an
engagement with the temporalities of the present, “a performative intervention bringing a
change of speed, rhythm, and vibration—experimenting with duration, sensation,
resonance, and affect” (Clough 2012a).
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Chapter 3: Affective Branding & the Queer Affordances of Digital Sex
To connect with an affective register, advertisers must activate a circulation
of moods, desires, impulses, pleasures, and attentions that pass through
a brand but do not need to be directly tied to a product of that brand.
Patricia Ticineto Clough and
Craig Willse (2010, 59)

Sex and dating are increasingly routed through the affects, aesthetics and reputations of
digital brands. No longer confined to barstools and dancefloors, GPS-enabled apps like
Grindr turn the landscape itself into a conduit for erotic circulation, with the people you
encounter or the neighborhood or bar you’re in priming you to open your preferred app for
digital intimacy. The unconscious fusion of the vibrations and sounds of your phone and the
open-ended potentiality of connection across distance preps your body before even
encountering a message.

In this chapter I look at digital sex and dating cultures, focusing in particular on Grindr, the
first and most popular geolocation-based app for gay men, with “over 3 million daily active
users in 234 countries and territories.”65 Grindr, released in 2009, has inspired a variety of
similar apps, often targeted to niche gay male subcultures: Growlr for bears, Scruff for the
hairy and non-monogamous, Jack’d is popular with men of color and VGL with twinks and
jocks66. But Grindr remains the most popular, it’s “cascade” of men copied by all its
imitators (see Figure 14). Especially in places of low density (too small to support a gay bar,
much less a gay neighborhood) Grindr is the de facto gay town square, at least for nonmonogamous men.

65

According to their pitch to advertisers in July of 2017: https://www.grindr.com/gay-advertising/

66

Bears are larger gay men who are often hairy, while twinks are younger and shorn
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The attraction to these apps however is paradoxical if we are to believe the cultural
consensus of Grindr as a risky world of bigotry, meanness and waste 67. In many ways,
Grindr has become a totem for the risks of gay life. A number of high profile murders have
been framed in the media through the risks of asynchronous visibility in digital cruising and
the nefarious uses of anonymity and identity obfuscation. The convenience of meeting likeminded intimate companions has made Grindr an easy conduit for behavior popularly
framed as risky; namely sex work, bareback sex and chemsex (sex while on drugs, typically
methamphetamines). While these vocations and desires predate the digital, the sudden
centralization of different cultures of gay sex and relationality has created, for some, an
ambient sense of Grindr as “the world's biggest, scariest gay bar” (Kapp 2011).

The sense that a whole generation understands sex and dating primarily through digital
infrastructures makes it feel risky to delete the app, so much so that leaving Grindr is better
described as a process than as an act (Brubaker, Ananny and Crawford 2016). Even the
founder of Grindr feels the sense of possibility that is shadowed by anxious attention:
“It’s a habit,” said Mr. Simkhai, who has been in relationships of up to two years but
who is currently single. “People think I can have any boy I want, that I can point and
have. And I would love that, but it’s not my reality. So I’m on the app 10 times a day
looking, because you never know when you might have that magical, transformative
encounter.” (Trebay 2014)
This paradox produces, for some, a kind of “cruel optimism” (Berlant 2011) in using the
app: there is a felt possibility of the potential pleasure of connection that, for many users,
quickly gets short-circuited into disappointment. So we delete the app and then come back
to it and delete it again (Brubaker, Ananny, and Crawford 2016), “maintaining an
attachment to a significantly problematic object” (Berlant 2011, 24) even though we know
better.

67

Motifs centering on the “waste” of Grindr include time, energy, money and attention
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Figure 14: Cascades. From top left clockwise: Press photos from Grindr, Scruff, Growlr, and Jack’d.
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Queer Affordance
I combine a variety of methodological perspectives that help address the “imagined
affordances” (Nagy and Neff 2015) of mobile sex and dating applications. The concept of
imagined affordances acknowledges that technical systems and artifacts, while powerfully
structuring, are not fully determining of social possibility. Rather, technical systems are
reframed through the possibilities imagined by users, which are deeply influenced by affect,
aesthetics and reputation (ibid.). In other words, adding “imagined” to the commonly
deployed “technical affordance” mitigates the implied determinism and suggests instead a
field of push and pull. The intended use of an app, suggested by the technical/algorithmic
constraints and explicit instructions, is modulated by the pre-existing feelings and
habituations of potential users and feedback loops of representation and affect from
corporate and user-produced media.

While both production and consumption of digital systems are ongoing processes, in the app
age it is the production side that is usually modulated quicker and more opaquely. Many iOS
apps now release updates as frequently as weekly and leave the precise nature of what has
been updated vague or altogether absent. Facebook, for example, has the same message
with every update, asking the user to trust their assertion that “Every update of our
Facebook app includes improvements for speed and reliability.” Grindr announces major
new user-facing features in the “Available Updates” section of the App Store, but more
typically lists the vague but celebratory message “We update the app regularly to make it
faster and better than ever” (see Figure 15). Even if you never update your app (a decision
that on an iPhone makes many apps unusable) thousands of small server-side changes can
influence how, why and when you use the program.
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Figure 15: Grindr’s vague update message on iOS Screenshot June 25, 2017

Patterns of use change as well, but tend to be stickier. Once a user has developed a style of
using an app—a patterned engagement with conscious/rational, affective and situational 68
elements—the strong hand of habit emerges. While these habits can and do change—often
because of “intangible” elements, like a shift in the affective valence of an app or a sense
that other users are abandoning it—the pace of transformation tends to be slower. My focus
on Grindr is in part because it was the first of its kind; the first app to structure the
possibilities of intimate entanglement through GPS. Langdon Winner has argued that
patterns of use are most plastic when a new product category emerges:
By far the greatest latitude of choice exists the very first time a particular
instrument, system, or technique is introduced. Because choices tend to become
strongly fixed in material equipment, economic investment, and social habit, the
original flexibility vanishes for all practical purposes once the initial commitments are
made. (1980, 127-128)

While I think that claim is a bit strong in a digital age that demands flexible commitments, it
highlights the impact that “first of its kind” apps have in framing future use as well as the
look, feel and business model of its competitors. Scruff, Jack’d and the rest of Grindr’s
competition in the gay sex/dating app world share, with minor exceptions, the cascade

68 Some apps become desirable only in certain places, contexts of states of embodiment. Some users only use
Grindr only on vacation (Brubaker, Ananny & Crawford 2016, 382) while others only use it while intoxicated
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style, the privileging of the visual, a “freemium” business model 69 and to some extent, the
expectations and norms around chat. Even the experience of Grindr’s analog equivalent, gay
bars, is impacted by Grindr’s imagined affordances: as desire gets rerouted through phones,
the appeals and expectations of “going out” become less sexually charged.

Still, despite the stickiness of digital affordances, the radical expansion of these forms to
new audiences provides opportunities for reframing. The expansion of a niche form of digital
sociality to a broader public opens a flood of new thoughts, feelings and representations
feeding into the form. As Grindr and its imitators became mainstream, we see shifts in press
coverage, from disgust with the technics of alterity to the airing of small differences of
degree rather than kind or form. Vanity Fair 2011 description of Grindr (Kapp) is a rolling
horror show of rape, murder, superficiality, and time wasting that speaks to Shaka
McGlotten’s 2013 diagnosis of “dominant cultural beliefs that virtual intimacies are failed
intimacies” (7). No longer tenable in a time where digitally mediated intimacy is blasé, by
2016 we see an article on The Daily Beast about fat shaming on Grindr, where the technical
fades to the background and the diagnosis of pathology instead falls on the so-called “gay
community” (Lang 2016). This highlights to a familiar process of normalization: as an object
of widespread criticism becomes habitual and then viral, the critical thrust shifts from the
form itself to its bad users.

In other words, the partial digital instrumentalization and generalization of gay male
cultures of cruising shifts the wash of pathos from the activity itself to the particular
technical, affective and/or aesthetic style. Facebook’s gentrification of queer relationality
does something similar: “the queer community” itself takes on the taint of the dysfunctional
as the facsimile is popularized. This process also resonates with Fred Moten’s reading of

69 All of these apps have free versions and a paid upgrade that might offer a longer cascade, more robust
searching and messaging options, and a variety of other options.
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what he calls Frantz Fanon’s “pathological insistence on the pathological” condition of
blackness in post-war Algeria in The Wretched of the Earth. Though of course the violence
of colonization and war is not comparable to an app-located sociality, there is a striking
parallel in the difficult path that those who have been pathologized have in moving away
from pathology even after their dislocation (in my case the dislocation through
generalization) from the context of pathologization:
Can resistance come from such a location? Or perhaps more precisely and more to
the point, can there be an escape from that location; can the personhood that
defines that location also escape that position? What survives the kind of escape that
ought never leave the survivor intact? If and when some thing emerges from such a
place, can it be anything other than pathological? (Moten 2016, 208-9)

The sense of gay sex and dating culture as uniquely pathological is fostered in part through
user produced media. As of this writing there are over 500,000 Instagram posts tagged
#grindr70. While there no limits to what can be tagged with “grindr” and therefore these
posts cover a wide range of material, the three largest categories of posts constitute selfies
(almost always of gay men), screenshots of Grindr conversations and profiles, and memes.
As Shaka McGlotten has noted, these visual representations of (usually negative) feelings
and experiences of Grindr can’t be separated from the app itself (2013).

Even media collected and not circulated can come to influence use. My experience of these
apps, which stretches back to at least 201071, is partially reflected in my personal collection
of notable encounters and profiles (see Figure 16) that I have been aimlessly “collecting”

70 Though the sheer volume of material would seem to suggest a quantitative engagement, that is no longer
possible after Instagram dramatically restricted outside access to its data in 2016, in effect cutting off large-scale
academic projects and limiting access to partnering businesses (“Instagram Platform Update Effective June 1,
2016,” Rieder 2016).
71 2012 is the earliest screenshot of a Grindr conversation I still have saved on my phone. While at the time of this
writing there does not appear to be a way to see how long you have been a “member,” my earliest email
conversation about using Grindr dates back to the beginning of 2010.
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during my intermittent Grindr use. These screenshots 72 speak to the undeniably strange
situations that arise when figures (both human and bot), with varying levels of visibility and
identifiability, are constrained in their interactions not by body language, eye contact and
common environmental context, but through the shifting affordances of an app and what
can be gleaned from a picture and a small amount of text. Though not collected with any
research purpose in mind, they perhaps add some deeper texture from a seasoned
informant while hopefully displaying some reflexivity and humor. Indeed, the irreverent
poetics of Grindr can provide catharsis or at least take some of the sting out of unpleasant
or traumatizing interactions.

Figure 16: “EUROPEAN HOT” The earliest Grindr Screenshot
I still have saved, personal communication, April 2012

72 While many are anonymous by design, I have blurred any identifying information that these screenshots may
contain.
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While some of Grindr’s reputational problems could be solved by technical fixes, these
technical limitations are profit engines, making a radical upheaval of the app’s core
mechanisms seem unlikely. Grindr profits from the corporeal abundance of its layout while
making it challenging for users to meaningfully filter or screen that abundance. Blocking a
user on Grindr, for example, is limited in a variety of ways that perpetuates the circulation
of racism and other negative affects about gay sexuality. Free users are limited to either 5
or 10 blocks a day (accounts of the limit vary) and if you block too many people it can
“cause delays or eventual suspension of your account” (William 2010). Blocking a user also
almost always launches a full screen advertisement, adding another barrier to refashioning
your experience while monetizing racism, harassment and spam. Grindr introduced filtering
by “ethnicity” in 2013 (Crook 2013), formalizing a reputation for racism into the search
infrastructure. This racialized search is a premium feature, allowing those willing to spend
11.99$ a month for Grindr Xtra a less crass form of racial exclusion than a profile text that
says “White and Latino guys only- just a preference!”

No doubt aware of its reputational shortcomings, Grindr has sought to distance itself from
the pathological on a variety of fronts. Some of this reframing takes place in the app itself,
where the aesthetics of the app get reframed through more positive affective associations.
For example, a recent in-app advertisement looked to link the company to a vaguely defined
anti-Trump resistance politics73. Perhaps inspired by taxi app Lyft’s successful political
branding via their one-million-dollar donation to the ACLU, which caused them to surpass
rival Uber in downloads for the first time ever (Tsukayama 2017), Grindr sought to similarly
align themselves with that organization. With their distinctive typology, Grindr ties the upset
of the political moment to their brand, linking the discourse of chatting on Grindr to the

73 It’s notable that the first real political issue that Grindr takes up has to do with Trump’s travel ban, which
threatens a business model that, as we will see, demands freedom of movement for well-off cosmopolitan gays
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discourse of “speaking out” politically (see Figure 17). By advertising a donation link instead
of touting a company donation, Grindr gets some of the aura of Lyft’s donation without
having to spend anything (though I am sure the ACLU appreciates the free publicity).

In an effort to rebrand their relationship to risk, Grindr has also become a major booster of
PrEP, the HIV medicine that when taken daily is nearly 100% effective at preventing
transmission. Regular and often free promotion of PrEP and HIV tests suggests Grindr as
public health advocate, reframing a reputation of enabling of sexual irresponsibility through
the promotion of the politics of personal responsibility, inoculating the corporate reputation
while doing little to change the underlying pathologization of those with HIV (Figure 18).
Even small investments pay off in affective dividends: one Los Angeles based ad campaign
that resulted in less than 400 HIV tests being ordered by Grindr users (Chen 2016), has
resulted in multiple national news stories praising the company, with one even suggesting
that Grindr has helped “sexual freedom and HIV awareness get in bed together” (Day
2016).

Figure 17 (left) Grindr as the resistance Screenshot Grindr app February 2, 2017
Figure 18 (right) Discourse as solution to HIV Screenshot Grindr app August 3, 2017
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To consolidate this aesthetic shift of affective valence, Grindr’s high-profile CEO Joel
Simkhai has recently endeavored to become a media producer himself with a nascent
transformation from app to so-called “lifestyle brand.” The most well-known digital lifestyle
brand is likely Gwyneth Paltrow’s Goop, a new age health and wellness site aimed at uppermiddle class white women. Goop looks to become a regular destination for a well-heeled
demographic, inspiring how and what they “go,” “be,” “do,” “see,” “make,” “get,” and most
importantly “shop.” The sheer abundance of discourse and products encourages “Goopies”
(Jacobs 2017) to bricolage their lives from Paltrow’s eccentric collection of desires. Grindr’s
aspirational collection of signifiers involves branded clothing, party sponsorship, and a new
flagship online publication named Into. A cheeky appropriation of the gruff and to-the-point
discursive style that has become associated with the app, 74 Into provides unusual insight
into a technical producer’s aesthetic and ideological vision.

The Queer History of Digital Desire
A common theme of queer digital studies in the past thirty years has been that gay men are
early adopters when it comes to finding and talking about sex online. David F. Shaw, writing
in 1997 when the internet was still largely text, found an overrepresentation of queer people
in his study of Internet Relay Chat (IRC) channels. For my generation (the millennial-Gen X
borderlands), even the text-based digital was charged with erotic possibility: forums and
chat rooms overflowing with styles of desire only hinted at or joked about in popular media
and polite conversation. It’s no wonder then that Shaw describes gay men’s relationship
between online and off as “symbiotic,” even in the dial-up era (1997). John Edward

74 It is not uncommon to receive “Into” or “Looking?” or “Sup” as a opening line in a Grindr conversation.

102

Campbell’s 2004 study, also of the text-based IRC service, even cautioned against using
terms like online and real life, lest they suggest that digital encounters are any less real
than ones framed by bars or bathrooms (20). By Sharif Mowlabocus’ 2010 research on
Gaydar in London, he was ready to claim that digital and physical spaces of intimate
encounters “are part and parcel of the same thing” (15).

This enthusiastic uptake of the internet by gay men makes intuitive sense: in a world
violently hostile to the homosexual, the internet offers a safer place to perform identity. But
according to Shaw’s informants, and in contrast to more simplistic utopian imaginations of
the digital (see Rheingold 1993, 180), it was the identities expressed on IRC that were
suggestive of the “authentic” self, while IRL identity was more about the contextual
performance of straight masculinity (Shaw 1997, 144) 75. What is interesting about Shaw’s
reversal however is not that it prefigures the social internet as extension of the everyday
self (though it does), but rather that it highlights how the digital dramatizes the malleability
of identity in general. This foreshadows the rise of sites like Okcupid where the consistency
of your self performance is less important than its ongoingness 76.

Mowlabocus’s book is particularly interesting because it comes at a real inflection point in
the transition between a digital cruising culture that psychically interweaves with the
geography of a place to an era where the materiality of the intimate digital is haptically
entangled with our very corporeality, becoming part of the ambient sensual geography. We
might see this as less of a shift however, and more of a distillation. Shaw’s 1997 study
spoke of how the men used IRC to “actively transgress the bounds of bodilessness through

75 Though of course, for others, the internet did provide a context to experiment with identity and embodiment
(Stone 1995)
76

The backbone of Okcupid is an endless supply of questions you answer that are used to predict your percentage
compatibility with others. Because you must answer these questions to see the answers of potential dates, you are
encouraged to answer more each time you sign on.
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the exchange of GIFs, photographs, phone calls and ultimately in the face-to-face” (143-4).
However, with the mass availability of smartphones and the shift to app-based platforms,
gay strangers can touch us not only at home on the phone or while we are checking our
emails, but literally wherever and whenever, the particular buzz of the Grindr notification or
tone of a Scruff message already activating erotic memory and projected fantasy.

Of course, gay men have long had an intimate sense of geography, with certain streets or
bars charged with the eroticism of past encounters. The subtlety of gay semiotics, especially
in times of mass criminalization, requires a consistent but ambivalent attention to the
passerby. There is a searching, a low-level thirst77 performed in gay male sexual practice
(see Figure 24) that in a society where sexuality is quarantined to the “private,” and the
night, feeds back into the body as an ambient sexual possibility. There is a profitable
ongoingness to queer sexuality, and gay male sexual culture in particular, that has tended
to make the digital management of gay sexuality a uniquely lucrative enterprise.

In an unusually candid 2007 interview, Manhunt.net 78 chairman Jonathan Crutchley offers a
clue to why queer digital intimacy has been seen as a better investment opportunity than
the straight normative familial model:
When I compare our dating website with a boy meets girl dating website, what
happens on a boy meets girl dating website is boy meets girl, boy dates girl, boy
marries girl because many of these sites are inclined toward promoting marriage,
which is fine.
The difference between that and my website is boy meets boy, boy dates boy,
tomorrow night boy dates another boy, the next night boy dates another boy.
Especially with the younger crowd from age 18 to 40 that’s the way young gay men
live. They get out and about, they go out to bars and nightclubs and they see a lot of
people. Whereas, with Match.com or True or eHarmony, once a couple has met and
dated and married, that website has lost two customers. But once I get a customer,

77 “Thirsty,” is a term appropriated from Black American vernacular to indicate someone thought to be particularly
insistent in their search for sex
78 Manhunt was the most popular website for gay male sex and dating in the United States prior to the app age
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if they like us and they subscribe, they just put their credit card on automatic rebill
and they renew and renew and renew and we grow. (Brooks 2007)

If in 2007 this was something unique about the culture of gay men, by Dan Slater’s 2013
bestseller Love in the Time of Algorithms: What Technology Does to Meeting and Mating,
these insights were being generalized into common sense monetization strategies for both
mixed and straight focused digital sex and dating platforms. His interviews with the CEO’s of
dating companies highlights how in just six years the (especially monetizable) features of
gay male sexuality had been reframed as simply a deterministic feature of the digital. In an
interview with Greg Blatt, the CEO of the Match group, parent company of Match.com,
Tinder and a variety of other mostly “niche demographic”79 dating sites, he claims that the
abundance of the digital is reconfiguring dating expectations.
“Historically,” says Greg Blatt, the CEO of Match.com’s parent company,
“relationships have been billed as ‘hard’ because, historically, commitment has been
the goal. You could say online dating is simply changing people’s ideas about
whether commitment itself is a life value.” (In Slater 2013, 121)
The head of social media marketing at Badoo, a dating platform that claims80 to have more
than 350 million users, echo’s this sentiment, highlighting in particular that dating patterns
are changing to reflect the increased speed and frenetic rhythm of digital sociality:
“Think about the evolution of other kinds of content on the Web—stock quotes,
news. The goal has always been to make it faster. The same thing will happen with
meeting. It’s exhilarating to connect with new people, not to mention beneficial for
reasons having nothing to do with romance. You network for a job. You find a
flatmate. Over time you’ll expect that constant flow. People always said that the
need for stability would keep commitment alive. But that thinking was based on a
world in which you didn’t meet that many people.” (Niccolò Formai in Slater 2013,
121).

79 Giving their own interesting spin on the digital’s tendency towards consolidation the Match Group centralizes the
profits of a decentralized network of autonomous sites catering to demographically and politically specific
audiences, such as InterracialPeopleMeet, SeniorPeopleMeet, RepublicanPeopleMeet, CatholicPeopleMeet, etc.
80From https://team.badoo.com/, retrieved July 2017
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Slater’s book has many more quotes expressing similar sentiments, from affair-encouraging
Ashley Madison (not really a surprise) and even a psychologist with Eharmony— an
explicitly marriage-focused site founded by a Christian theologian that had to be sued into
opening the platform to gay couples —who concurred that the digital seemed to inspire “an
overall weakening of commitment” (Slater 2013, 122). Slater himself seems to largely
agree with these assessments, alternating between technological fatalism with a techinspired economic determinism, and suggesting that many “traditions and taboos” of sex
and dating “will likely fall, replaced by whichever new theories of relationship happiness
wins out in a marketplace of possibilities that never in history has been so vast” (ibid., 224).

The lack of long term digital profitability of monogamy, “commitment,” and marriage has
produced a diverse range of user retention strategies. Tinder, at least in straight contexts 81,
is widely seen as a hook-up app, designed to facilitate casual sex (MacKee 2016). While this
market expands as the age of first marriage rises (Hymowitz et al. 2013), there are still
limits to lifelong user engagement. Despite declining marriage rates (Swanson 2015) and
suggestions that the population of people who will never marry is larger than ever (Wang
and Parker 2014), it is still the case that a large majority of Americans will get married at
some point (though thanks to sites like Ashley Madison and newly fashionable open
marriages [Dominus 2017], even getting married doesn’t necessarily take you out of the
market for casual sex). In an attempt to diversify beyond “hooking up,” in 2016 Tinder
started Tinder Social, which brings the swiping concept to friends: “invite friends to join
your group, then swipe and match with other groups nearby” (“Launching Tinder Social –
Swipe with Friends” 2016). Unfortunately for Tinder’s parent company, it has not done well

81 Intriguingly, though widely seen as a hook-up app by straight people, gay men see Tinder as a place to escape
the hook-up apps, where you can meet a “good guy” and the people are more long-term relationship oriented
(MacKee 2016). Perhaps that is why as of this writing the only marriage oriented blog post, out of 35 posts on the
Tinder blog, was a Pride sweepstakes to give a gay couple who met on Tinder a “dream marriage” (“Here Comes
the Pride” 2017)

106

(McAlone 2017), and in a telling example of the stickiness of imagined affordances, when
first released Tinder Social was widely reported as a tool to facilitate group sex82 instead of
being for platonic hangs (see for example, Donahue 2016; Baidawi 2016).

Okcupid has another strategy that trades size of audience for length of engagement. If
Tinder builds on a gay male tradition of cruising and casual sex then Okcupid is profitably
hosting a variety of non-normative sexual identities and behaviors; in effect constructing a
brand around a broad array of queered subjects. When Okcupid expanded options for
gender and sexual identity in 2014, they created a rainbow-colored website83 to fashionably
show-off the crowd-sourced options, highlighting definitions from “real people to add some
color to this evolving language” (Okcupid “Identity Spectrum” site)(See Figure 20). Okcupid
has also infrastructurally built in space for people in polyamorous or otherwise nonmonogamous relationships to embed a link to their primary partner; not a bad strategy
when “[t]he number of people who say they are solely committed to monogamy... has fallen
to a minority of all users” on the site (Khazan 2016). And in another infrastructural touch
that (perhaps not intentionally) critiques the visibility politics of mainstream gay rights
groups, they allow you totally opacity from straightness:

Figure 19: The sexual politics of invisibility. Screenshot from Okcupid.com June 2016

82 Ironically, an actual app for threesomes, formerly known as 3nder, was sued by Tinder and forced to change its
name (Davies 2016)
83 https://www.okcupid.com/identity
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Figure 20: “Identity” Gender and sexual diversity as brand. Screenshot from Okcupid.com/identity June 2017

Both Okcupid and Tinder have fairly generous “freemium” models, as most basic features of
the site are free, and users are charged only if they want more options, faster. This was
initially made possible, especially in Okcupid’s case, by a growing advertising market for
personalized information. Rod Horning writes that Slater’s interviews reflect a convenient
technological determinism used to rationalize the changing economics of the social internet,
one in which people expect free services, and profit depends on extracting a steady flow of
monetizable preferences (2013). Giving up user information gets paradoxically tied to user
control (you have the power to find better dates by answering more questions about
yourself) so that as you become a more valuable data cloud the site rewards you by
working better (ibid.).

However, a preference based model of digital dating (con)fuses affective closeness to
consumer preferences for affective distance from romantic satisfaction (Oh we both like fast
food and The Beatles? It’s a match!). This “topological” framework flattens different kinds of
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preferences to allow for a derivative like interoperability between objects (Arvidsson 2016,
9). In addition, in an analogous way to how cell phones have enabled the destruction of the
discreteness between presence and absence in relationships, these companies monetize the
desire for a continuous “modulation of presence” (Lasén and Casado 2012, 554) to keep you
on their site forever. In other words, you never need to be absent from Okcupid, you just
update your relationship status (perhaps from single to open relationship). However, this
ongoing presence from a distance encourages a certain kind of gnawing social thirst or
incipient loneliness (Marche 2012; Winter 2013) that can never be extinguished, only
mitigated.

The popularity of Tinder’s “swipe logic” (David and Cambre 2016) and the geolocated
cascades of Grindr have made preference less important than volume for the digital
intimacy industry's business model—good news considering that most commentators are
now suggesting that the digital advertising market is a “duopoly” of Facebook and Google.
In the first quarter of 2016, Google and Facebook were already consuming 85% of all new
digital advertising spending (Herrman 2016); by the third quarter of that same year these
two companies were controlling 99% of all digital ad growth (Ingram 2017). With no signs
of a coming decentralization in spending, along with the explosion in popularity of
adblockers, subscriptions rather than advertisements are now seen as the future of digital
media (Manjoo 2017). In other words, unless Facebook or Google starts a dating site, it
seems like monetizing preferences into targeted advertisements is no longer a great
business model.

Even Okcupid, who not long ago was completely funded by advertising and whose
preference-based matching system is the core of their product, now makes only 10-20
percent of their revenue from ads and no longer sells preference questions or any other
user data to advertisers (Charlton 2015). Perhaps most strikingly, it would seem that it is
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advertisers themselves who are less interested in preference data from dating sites since
these self-projections are perceived as being less authentic than other social media: "there's
some sort of social expectation around what these profiles will convey, which makes us very
often hide who we really are." (Misiek Piskorski, quoted in Charlton 2015). Despite digital
sociality being ever more focused on the consolidation of the self, sex and dating still inspire
the suspicion of polyvalence84.

Beyond subscriptions, digital companies are now trying to monetize the moment. Weary
perhaps that America's waning fidelity might extend beyond the dates themselves to those
companies that facilitate dates, new product models look to capitalize on an impulse buy
culture that looks for results now over labored process. Ashley Madison’s post-hack
rebranding seems designed to draw contrasts between the long-term temporal force of
marriage (explored in Chapter 2) and the nowness of an affair: Ashley Madison lets you
“Find Your Moment” (Figure 21).

Figure 21: Screenshot of the Ashleymadison.com on June 20, 2017. The second paragraph in particular resonates
with the temporality and non-preference based eroticism of gay cruising as the excess of the moment: “these
moments show us a glimpse of something different, something more”
84 More broadly there is an increasing disconnect between the vastness of data that companies are collecting and the ability to do anything
meaningful with that data (Marr 2015). This explains in part the exploding demand for data scientists to figure out meaningful ways to mobilize
this data
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Another example of this temporalizing of desire is Okcupid’s “Boost” which promises “a full
day of activity in 15 minutes” and that with “extra momentum in our algorithms, we’ll show
you to more people, faster.” Tinder, which like Okcupid is owned by the Match Group, has
also incorporated the “Boost” model, and is testing a new product called Tinder Gold, an
upgrade from their existing premium product Tinder Plus. Gold subverts the core
functionality of Tinder for those ready to commit to a monthly fee, showing Gold members a
list of people who have already right-swiped them85. But while this too is an innovation in
speed and efficiency—why swipe through all of those people when you can just swipe
through the ones who already are interested—it is pitched through the language of
slowness.
Think of it as your personal Swipe Right concierge—available 24/7—bringing all of
your pending matches to you. Now you can sit back, enjoy a fine cocktail, and
browse through profiles at your leisure. (“Introducing Tinder Gold – A First-Class
Swipe Experience” 2017)
While this may seem paradoxical, it highlights how the pace of a gesture (the quick swipe)
can get narratively linked with a seemingly incompatible affect (casual engagement with the
app, casual sex) (David and Cambre 2016, 7). For a price, algorithms can perform the
mundane labor of abundance, no longer through a winnowing by preference but by speeding
up and automating your circulation through the network so you can keep it casual.

We could see the preference-based model as a conditioning agent for populations not yet
acclimated to confronting the size of internet-enabled dating pools with the necessary
speed. More cynically, we might imagine that the pretense of interest compatibility is being
dropped as faster, visual-based models have gained wider social acceptance and as new
monetization strategies of social capital management have been developed. But despite the

85 Typically you only get to see who right-swiped (i.e. liked) you if it is mutual
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strong ideological component of orientations to intimate relationality, these emergent
habituations are fostered affectively; conditioning us for “continuous modulation, variation
and intensification of affective response in real time” (Clough 2008, 16). The front-facing
visuality, the app-based centralization of the instantaneous affective connection or repulsion
beyond “interest” that constitutes queer cultures of cruising, is now available for all. But
while gay dating markets are limited outside of major cities (why buy Grindr Xtra when your
free cascade already includes every gay in your town and surrounding towns), a straight
cruising culture is a massive profit opportunity.

“An epidemic of gay loneliness”
There is an irony in the closing of the affective distance between gay and straight sex and
dating cultures and the rise of a self-pathologizing discourse that centers on gay male
sexuality. A recent longform Huffington Post piece called “Together Alone: The Epidemic of
Gay Loneliness” has achieved some degree of notoriety in the atemporal wave pattern of
social media (Nyong’o 2012), getting picked up by different friend circles and Facebook
groups that have kept it in circulation86. The author, Michael Hobbes, frames his
intervention with this contrast:
For years I’ve noticed the divergence between my straight friends and my gay
friends. While one half of my social circle has disappeared into relationships, kids and
suburbs, the other has struggled through isolation and anxiety, hard drugs and risky
sex. (2017)

Putting aside my concerns about the veracity of this portrait87 its continuing popularity
speaks to the way that it feels true to a significant number of LGBT identified people. In

86 In addition to ongoing circulation, the article has drawn multiple responses in both the gay (Lang 2017) and
mainstream press (Miller 2017)
87 While Hobbes at one point says that he is “not going to pretend to be objective” his liberal usage of small-scale
academic studies and experts to make unqualified points (for example, at one point linking to a survey of the
mental and physical health of older LGB identified adults (Fredriksen-Goldsen et al. 2013) to suggest that gay men
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large part, Hobbes’ frames his epidemic through a combination of the lens of “minority
stress,” the suggestion gay male “bodies bring the closet with us into adulthood,” and the
author’s understanding of the unique toxicity of the “gay community” (Hobbes 2017).
Several studies have found that living in gay neighborhoods predicts higher rates of
risky sex and meth use and less time spent on other community activities like
volunteering or playing sports. A 2009 study suggested that gay men who were
more linked to the gay community were less satisfied with their own romantic
relationships. (ibid.)
This sentence characterizes the muddle that this article creates; a confusion between
neighborhood and community (an already muddled concept) and the presumption that
“risky sex” is both always bad and a “community activity” equivalent to sports. For Hobbes
however, apps play a special role in activating the unique pathos of gay sociality:
The worst thing about the apps, though, and why they’re relevant to the health
disparity between gay and straight men, is not just that we use them a lot. It is that
they are almost perfectly designed to underline our negative beliefs about ourselves.
(ibid.)

For Hobbes, the visuality of Grindr and Scruff harmonizes with the post-traumatic stress of
gay life to produce a population primed for rejection. The gay immersion in a world of
desxualized but chiseled torsos, “merely provide an efficient way to feel ugly” leaving one
gay man Hobbes talked to “electrified waiting for rejection” (ibid.). Grindr’s extreme
centering of the visual has long been a target of media ire, as has the paradoxical loneliness
of having 24-hour access to gay sociality. In a strange 2010 article by a less strident but
already intolerable Milo Yiannopoulos88, Grindr is fingered as “fostering a set of unhealthy
and risky behaviours among gay men” though paradoxically a couple of sentences later,
Yiannopoulos claims that the “app has replaced dating; surfing for sexual partners has

have less friends than “straight people or gay women” though the closest thing I can find to support that claim in
the article is “among LGB older adults, older gay and bisexual men are significantly more likely to live alone than
are lesbian and bisexual older women” (ibid), which is obviously not equivalent to his claim about friends (and even
if it was, citing a study about older adults to make claims about an entire population is dubious).
88 Yiannopoulos more recently became famous for being the gay poster boy for the white nationalist “alt-right”
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replaced actually having sex” (2010) 89. CEO Joel Simkhai’s response looks to reframe the
narrative of risk and loneliness to connection and community.
“[W]e're helping guys feel connected, and get connected into their community and
what's around them. If you're alone, Grindr helps you be no longer alone. It's this
loneliness that we help address." (in Yiannopoulos 2010)

The loudest criticism of Grindr in the media however has been its visual focus. Simkhai is
unrepentant:
“Grindr is a very, very visual experience,” Mr. Simkhai said. “I’m not really a big
believer in words.” ...
“I’m not saying inner beauty is not important,” Mr. Simkhai said. “But the visual
leads to the drive to desire and to be desired.” ....
“Grindr made me get fit and go to the gym more, get better abs,” said Mr. Simkhai,
who occasionally posts a shirtless photograph on his own profile. “People criticize it
for being superficial, but I didn’t invent that in human nature. What Grindr does is
makes you raise your game.” (all from Trebay 2014)
And to those critics who say Grindr is superficial and reduces gay men to physical
ideals, he responded with a smile….
“Fantastic! I love it. Absolutely. Look good. I’m very proud if Grindr has forced us to
up up our game. To brush our teeth. Comb our hair. Eat right. Go to the gym. Be a
healthy person. Cut back on the smoking. Cut back on the bad things and look your
best. We’re men. We visualize. We see before we hear, before we think, before we
do anything else. That’s how we are. I haven’t changed that. That’s what our
evolution has taught us to do. I certainly go to the gym more because of Grindr. I’m
competing with the guy a space away from me on that grid.’” (Signorile 2013)
"We get criticism that Grindr is a very visual experience and I'm not apologetic about
that," he says. "Looks are so important. It's like, you walk into a bar and you decide
who you're going to talk to based on whether you're attracted to them. It's the way
that we are as men: visual creatures." (Strudwick 2014)
This naturalization of the masculine gaze has an egalitarian twist: gay men are both
agential and objectified. Still, even as straight dating has become more visual via apps like
Tinder, gay visuality gets semiotically constructed as exclusionary and bigoted through the
continuing circulation of iconic images of Grindr encounters. While racism certainly is

89 There is perhaps an echo here of Deleuze’s suggestion that “Everywhere surfing has already replaced the older
sports” (1992)
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pervasive on Tinder as well, the accountability of Facebook verification and the catharsis of
public condemnation (including by the upper management of Tinder, see [“In
Commemoration of National Pig Day...” 2017]) is in contrast to Grindr where the possibility
of anonymity makes accountability harder and the founder shrugs and says “I'm not going
to solve racism" (Strudwick 2014). There is a catharsis for Grindr users who post memes
and screenshots on social media about loneliness and the danger of visuality— frequently
with a “I’m laughing but also crying/forever alone” vibe (Figure 22) and/or highlighting the
brutal racism, meanness and impossible body standards that the visuality of Grindr seems
to encourage (Figure 23)— but because of the technical and corporate limits of remediation,
this tends to feed back into the affective landscape of gay pathology.
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Figure 22: The somewhat bearable loneliness of Grindr. Top and left from “grindrmeme” Instagram group and
bottom middle and right from “best_of_grindr.” (Top: www.instagram.com/p/BR9CcL2l4z Bottom Left:
www.instagram.com/p/BUuu9XTlw45 Bottom middle: www.instagram.com/p/BS9u25Ghuel Bottom right:
www.instagram.com/p/BUkA1rWg4BQ)
Grindr frequently gets framed as making people lazy and alone, as being all discourse with no follow through, and
as a temporary stand-in for a long-term relationship.
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Figure 23: “mr. You’re ugly” Top left from author’s boyfriend, top right from author’s personal collection, Grindr
screenshots. Bottom two: Grindr pop-up ads. Left June 20, 2017, Right July 26, 2017
Race on Grindr seems to swing from prohibition to fetish with little in between. The visual focus of the cascade is
mirrored in advertisements. With “weightless” or “shaped up” being the body types promoted by Grindr, and the
sites founder encouraging the apps disciplinary function on looks, it is not a surprise that many are made to feel
ugly on Grindr.
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We might consider Grindr’s branding problem to be a lack of depth: the visual focus and
alienated users suggesting a surface level attention to bodies, combined with a surface level
engagement with others. Luckily for Grindr, even in rapidly cooling advertising market for
companies not named Facebook or Google, preference information can still be monetized,
especially when you have users as well-off and engaged90 as Grindr does. Grindr’s futural
vision is to leverage the massive amount of data they have on their users to construct a
“lifestyle brand” (VB Staff 2016). This is a strategy that resonates with what Christine
Harold has called “aesthetic capitalism,” where the influence of brand shifts from the power
of signification (where your Marc Jacobs shirt symbolizes class position and cultural capital)
to the affective (2009). This shift “operates through the manufacture of depth rather than
the expansion of surfaces” (ibid., 611) giving the user “the invitation to constantly make
and remake one’s life-world” (612).

For Grindr, this takes the form of the aestheticization of the Grindr lifestyle through a
cornucopia of media, merchandise, events, and advice91 that users can pick and choose
from. Few if any will adopt the Grindr lifestyle whole cloth, but that is not the intention.
Indeed, it is the very abundance of the lifestyle brand model that allows for the possibility of
depth, letting the self-making consumer pick and choose what to make theirs. I understand
this expansionary reboot as the political branding of Grindr, building off of Clough and
Willse’s articulation of political branding as the mixture of “policy and programming where
brand does not so much signify as arouse or affectively activate” (2010, 47). This is an
easier buy-in; Grindr doesn’t have to get you to identify with the brand so much as

90 Grindr claims that the average user spends 54 minutes a day on the app (Tensley 2017). Compare that with
Facebook (35 minutes), Snapchat (25) and Instagram (15). All of Facebook’s properties combined—Instagram,
Messenger and Facebook itself—are still less compulsive than Grindr at 50 minutes per day on average. (Cohen
2017)
91 “In the future, the app might suggest you try a new gay bar, provide a discount at a local sex shop, or connect
you with other users interested in a political rally—taking cues from services like Yelp, Foursquare, and Meetup.”
(Parks-Ramage 2016)
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ameliorate any social and political feelings preventing your use. Grindr uses the sweet
medicine of aesthetic to reframe habit as stylish lifestyle, making you feel better about
being on the app.

This process is easier because of the massive trove of preference data Grindr has
accumulated since 2009. While publicly Grindr frames this data as generative—” Analyzing
and data mining chat transcripts revealed that their users were already starting to use
Grindr in new ways” (VB Staff 2016)—it is also useful in understanding what causes people
to leave or stop using the app. And from the early affective thrust of Into, it seems that
Grindr is aware that it is making you feel lonely and alienated and is working hard to subtly
augment your expectations.

One article written for Into, titled “Tough Love: Why You May Never Find The One,” speaks
knowingly about the challenges of gay dating in modernity:
Not to be the bearer of bad news, but you may never find “the one.” This could be
because out of the millions of gay and bisexual men in the world; there are many
that you could live happy and fulfilling lives with — so the whole notion of “the one”
is false. There are multiple “ones,” so to speak, and you simply settle down with one
of those “ones.”
Or, more depressingly, it could be the opposite — that even though there are
hundreds of thousands of gay/bi men in the world, not one of them is a good longterm match for you long. It’s totally possible that there isn’t a single man on this
planet that you could find yourself spending the rest of your life with. (Zane, n.d.)
This already is a useful reframing. Rather than feel that angst through the aesthetics of
Grindr, understand it as the inevitable result of the abundance of globalization. The solution,
of course, is not a different dating app but a shift in temporality: live in the moment, not
the long term. I mean, he may not be perfect but he’s only 100 feet away:
Since I’ve given up on the idea that longevity defines a successful relationship, my
relationships have been infinitely less stressful and more rewarding. I hadn’t realized
how much having that mindset influenced my relationships, both implicitly and
explicitly, stressing me out beyond belief.
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At the end of the day, while you may never find “the one,” you may find the one for
right now, and that may be all you need. (ibid.)

Other articles look to affectively reorient expectations around non-normative relationships,
which is especially important to short-circuit the profile text cliche that correlates app
deletion with finding a relationship (usually something along the lines of “looking for a
reason to delete this app.” Also, see Figure 22). In the article, “Is Polyamory a Jealousy
Killer?” one does not have to look far for the answer: the subtitle being “Because sometimes
more partners means less stress” (Zane, n.d.). One line speaks to possible value of Grindr
even in closed relationships:
So to expect that your boyfriend will never check out another guy, or get drunk and
flirt with another guy, is just absurd. This stuff happens. It doesn’t mean he doesn’t
love you. (ibid.)
In “Why I Love to Date Couples,” the picture is two chiseled men of color, an arm over the
neck, a hand on the arm, laughing and looking casually in love. In a bolded and numbered
list for easy absorption, you get a primer on the joys of dating a couple that seems too good
to be true, coopting the swipe logic that fuses casualness (#4 It’s less pressure) with
intensity (#1 Emotional intimacy is expedited). With the Grindr lifestyle, you really can have
it all.

Beyond the sexual politics of affect, Into serves as a forum for remediating other image
problems, making sure that their visual focused homepage features diverse racial
representation (always smiling or sultry) and highlighting trans relevant content and
political news to counteract the widespread impression that Grindr is apolitical (I once had a
Grindr picture rejected because I was holding a sign that said “Free Chelsea Manning”) and
a terrible place for trans people. It is also notably cosmopolitan in focus and style, not
surprising considering that 75% of their revenue comes from subscriptions, and the only
people who might need “Xtra” Grindr are those who live in and travel to places with a
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critical mass of gay men. Ultimately, this might be Into’s most important projection
considering Grindr’s likely role in the 36% reduction in the number of gay bars in America
(Parks-Ramage 2016; also see Thomas 2011; Kane 2015), a reduction which has arguably
undermined their own financial model by making cities less attractive to gay men. Into’s
aestheticized gay cosmopolitanism serves to turn what was once a necessarily condition for
safety and solidarity into a branded style that promotes big city life and international travel
to offset the app’s suburban notion of gay community (see Roth 2016, 441), where place
ultimately doesn’t matter as long as you have the disposable income to take vacations to
cities Grindr sees as emerging markets.

Affective Branding and the Subject
More than ideological or even sociological, Grindr the app is an affective instrument,
modulating infrastructure and aesthetics to “generate the surfaces of collective bodies"
(Ahmed 2004, 128). As the below figures (24 & 25) and the last section demonstrate, even
language can primarily be affective, with a simple “Hey” or “Pics?” acting to “mute or
intensify affect above and below the speaking subjects of conscious and unconscious
representation" (Clough 2012b, 25). Into provides a particular striking example of this, as
short and easy to read articles are paired with the soft-core visual pornography so popular
on the app to “produce affective states, states of attention or activation with indeterminate,
albeit already to-be-sensed, future effects” (Clough and Willse 2010, 51). It is the very
centralization of the visual and the body that makes the limited amount of text so
meaningful, both in Into and on the app itself.
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Figure 24: “Thirst” from the author’s collection
February 7, 2015

Figure 25: “Laundry” from the author’s collection
February 1, 2016

Grindr has a unique and particularly affective sense of temporality; the most mundane of
conversations can stretch over days, and investing your time in chatting is always shadowed
by the potentiality of ephemerality, that a conversation that seemed to be linear, moving
forward, can suddenly stop or disappear. The decision by Grindr to store chats locally (i.e.
on your phone rather than on their servers), means with every new delete and redownload
you start afresh with a blank messages screen. While the timeline of your interactions has
been cleared, time doesn’t stop on Grindr. The disappearance of the historical record of
what led you to delete the app can lead to a sort of generalized déjà vu. Attempts at
inoculation from this confusion by putting “lost all chats” in your profile (a common
occurrence) instead just identifies you as a noob, easier prey for those with ill-intentions.

The combination of the predictability of the grid format, the expectations and rules around
imagery and linguistic conventions (Licoppe, Rivière, and Morel 2016, 2549), coupled with
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the lack of conventions around the temporal creates both anticipatory anxiety and ambient
disappointment. Ironically it is the deadening affect of use— the mindless scrolling through
the cascade or the zombification of mindless swiping (David and Cambre 2016, 6)—
combined with the predictably unpredictable temporalities that makes negative experiences
on the app so affecting. Grindr can become an almost unconscious habit of movement; you
might not even notice that you have opened the app until jarred into awareness by the
notifications of engagement, or the failure of the app to operate as promised (Figure 26).

Figure 26: Grindr’s reputation problem. Screenshots of Grindr reviews on iOS July 30, 2017

Each message or picture is an opportunity to get closer to someone or feel further away
from everyone, as positive affects tend to stick to a person and negative ones the platform
(Ahlm 2017, 370). This curious reversal from media accounts (that now see the platform as
mundane and the user as pathological) stems both from the long-standing technical
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problems and the other reputational issues among gay people who feel that, as McGlotten
has astutely noted, Grindr makes trolling92 easier than hooking up (2013, 133). Trolls, bots,
and harassers so condition the user against positive expectations that when something good
happens, it feels almost in spite of the infrastructure. Grindr, out of time and out of space,
is a challenging place to understand the intent of others (Blackwell, Birnholtz, and Abbott
2015, 1127). While the physical distance of the digital offers some protection for those
whose intention is to hurt, the limited context for understanding what we are getting into
increases the risk that we might engage with someone malicious. It doesn’t help that the
founder of Grindr seems to both disclaim his responsibility for the endemic racism on the
app and fundamentally does not seem to understand how racism works:
How much that might be encouraged by environment, primed by media and
technology, does not seem to worry Simkhai. Nor, indeed, does the concern
expressed about sexual racism. How would he feel if he kept seeing profiles that said
"no Jews"?
"As a Jewish man, I wouldn't like it, but we encourage users to state it in a positive
way: 'Only looking for Christian guys', or whatever. I'm not going to solve racism."
You could, I suggest, at least try. He laughs. "Grindr is just a marketplace, a
venue."” (Strudwick 2014)

What is particularly insidious about race on Grindr however is its operations on the
population level. The combination of demographics and geolocation can lead to sort of
ambient biopolitical sensibility, where racialized maps of urban places intensifies the “letting
die” of some neighborhoods/populations. The unequal racial and geographical distribution of
HIV/AIDS93, combined with widespread practices of serosorting94 (Khosropour et al., 2016)
risks the intensification of gay black death via a sexual geography. In other words, Grindr
threatens to exacerbate racialized distributions of risk and wealth by allowing the ambient
visualization of neighborhood demographics to accelerate gentrification or neighborhood

92 I.e. fucking with people
93 Black gay men, especially in the south, have much higher rates of HIV (Kelly et al. 2013)
94 An HIV prevention strategy that involved only sleeping with men with the same HIV status as you
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abandonment. The sheer intensity of Grindr use gives it an unusually robust dataset about
gay movement, which the upper management of the company is clearly not bashful about
using (VB Staff 2016). Many gay people pay money to give that data to Grindr, data that
could easily be mobilized to reinforce distributions of risk, not just for gay people, but in the
historical tradition of wealthy gays as shock troops of gentrification, for everyone.

So why the continuing attachment to this clearly problematic object? Why can't gay men
(and some trans women [Lloyd and Finn 2017]) seem to delete Grindr once and for all
(Brubaker, Ananny, and Crawford 2016)? In part, it is the very nature of geolocated
eroticism, which brings a clean slate and new possibilities as a reward for your physical
circulation. Stephan Hartman’s recent work on the “unique poetic qualities of erotic
cyberobjects” (2017, 167), perhaps offers a hint as well. In contrast to pieces like Hobbes’s,
which sees Grindr as a landscape designed to bring out the worst in us, Hartman writes
about the temporal distance of gay sex apps as offering a route to work through erotic
trauma and “prioritize possibility and presence over limit and loss” (ibid., 167). Gindr gives
you the time to play with the digital avatars as erotic projections, the stretched-out
temporality of an interaction allowing the gradual letting go of interactional patterns. In a
curious contrast to right now temporality being monetized by Ashley Madison and Match
Group’s “Boost,” the potential of the erotic digital for Hartmann is the stretching of time and
the dislocation from the temporal constraints of the moment.

The lack of co-presence creates the time to be “freed of historical narrative” (ibid., 169). At
it’s best, the erotic digital can give us time to disengage from the risks of sex and sociality,
to momentarily dissociate from embodied trauma of the queer past and let your thumb
explore fantasies of being undone by another. For one of Hartman’s patients, “the men of
Grindr were more like visual tags to mark the pinterest of Geoff’s sexual ideas” (ibid., 169).
The erotic digital can be a place where the stakes feel lower, where the real and continuing
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risks of queer life recede for a moment while we try out new things. The abundance of
bodies, a robust topological surface for fantasies, makes it “easier to wonder about grasping
for more” (ibid., 171).

This speaks to the real need for these kinds of apps, and the opportunities for the
development of digital spaces designed for queer play rather than gay monetization. For
many however, Grindr is already laden with too much affective baggage to be that kind of
space. Indeed, there is a deep irony that a brand that encourages a compulsive and
promiscuous sociality is so often associated with loneliness and alienation. It seems unlikely
that the transformation to lifestyle brand will be enough to shift that connection.

Conclusion: Has queer critique run out of steam?
McGlotten, in his 2013 book on similar themes to this chapter and dissertation, profiles the
blog95 “Douchebags of Grindr,” dedicated to highlighting particularly egregious and usually
explicitly bigoted behavior on the app as an example of the “generativity of cultural forms,”
(129). For McGlotten, the group is a demonstration of how Grindr exceeds its instrumental
function through the “remediation” of Grindr screenshots into counterpublics and alternative
discourses (ibid., 128-134). Even here however, McGlotten is ambivalent about the effects
of this generation; while it “refus(es) to let the douchebaggery of some of the men who use
Grindr to go without critique,” he wonders if it is not also “an expression of queer antisociality, more evidence that ‘communities’ are not communitarian?” (134).

95 As befits our time, it is also now a Facebook group, Twitter account, etc.
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Rather than contrasting, I see these tendencies as connected. While I have little doubt of
the communitarian spirit of queerness, I wonder if this spirit is now constituted by and
through critique, that if queerness is a practice, then increasingly its central exercise is an
inward looking, critical, discursive, performance of the problematic. While McGlotten is right
that critique is a generative practice, it is a practice that, especially with the digital, seems
to generate more of itself. More concerning is that much of queer critique implicitly suggests
that discourse is a political solution, when in Grindr’s case, it is arguably making things
worse.

In part I am suggesting, following Bruno Latour, that queer critique (not just in academia,
but more broadly) has perhaps “run out of steam” (2004). This seems particularly true with
Grindr, an app that continues to grow and become a more powerful assemblage despite
years of withering criticism. Aggregation sites like Douchebags of Grindr and Instagram
groups like GrindrMeme or BestofGrindr act as a release valve for queer frustration while
encouraging continued use in order to collect more evidence. While it speaks to a certain
kind of success that queer of color and transfeminism discourses have drawn attention to
the racial and gendered violence of the endemic “just a preference” and “no fats, no
femmes” ideologies, the queer attachment to Grindr is like continuing to swim in rivers we
have diagnosed as toxic. While critique diagnoses the problem of bigotry and viciousness as
ideological, the weaponization of these values is affective. Just as police sensitivity training
that operates at an ideological level is ineffective in dealing with the affective racism lodged
in the body that literally colors the racialized distribution of deadly force, so too does the
catharsis of calling out explicit racism online suggest a smaller problem than what actually
exists.

Perhaps it is not only queer critique that has run out of steam, but perhaps queer discourse
itself. In an analogous way to the self-selecting nature of Douchebags of Grindr's audience,
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where those who are in most need of the critique are perhaps least likely to encounter it,
queer discourse is increasingly directed at other queer people. For many queer people,
including myself, there is a felt pressure to post on social media during times of political
crisis, lest we be accused of the complicity of silence. However, no such analogue exists for
presence at a protest or the creation of alternative structures of care and resistance. Posting
visibly announces our solidarity and outrage to the people who we care about the most; not
just our friends and family but those friends and family members who “engage” enough with
our past media to get served our current statements. And yet, it is those people who are
least in need of the message.

Latour suggests that critics would not like to see their own “cherished objects”
deconstructed into “mere empty white screens on which is projected the power of society,
domination, whatever” (2004, 238-240). And yet, in continuing to put energy into critiquing
the digital infrastructures of queer sociality, we in effect are doing just that. Latour asks:
Can we devise another powerful descriptive tool that deals this time with matters of
concern and whose import then will no longer be to debunk but to protect and to
care, as Donna Haraway would put it? Is it really possible to transform the critical
urge in the ethos of someone who adds reality to matters of fact and not subtract
reality? (2004, 232, emphasis in original)
Perhaps the first step for queers is Latour’s later answer (In Reassembling the Social) to his
own question, and what I have tried to begin to do with this chapter: “when faced with an
object, attend first to the associations out of which it is made” (2005, 233). And yet, of
course, I am also implicated in Latour’s criticism throughout this dissertation and in this
chapter. Indeed, sometimes when you look to trace associations, critique finds you.

Perhaps we have done enough tracing of associations, and it is now time to think about the
kind of associations we want. If even a small portion of the queer capacity for critical inquiry
was redirected towards building the kind of social infrastructures we want to see, we would
still fail, and fail again. But in this failure perhaps we can get in touch with some old
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capacities: those involved in the queer refashioning of the world with tools beyond
discourse. In “Why Has Critique Run out of Steam?” Latour looks to Alan Turing for an
alternative definition of critique as “generating more ideas than we have received, inheriting
from a prestigious critical tradition but not letting it die away” (248). In the next chapter I
also look to Turning, both as a model for a more generative engagement with digital
sociality and as a striking example of the queer origins of computation that I hope might
inspire a new uptake of queer methodological experimentation with the digital.
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Chapter 4: The Queer Body: Method after the Normal
Queer OS names a way of thinking and acting with, about, through, among, and at times
even in spite of new media technologies and other phenomena of mediation. It insists upon
forging and facilitating uncommon, irrational, imaginative, and/or unpredictable
relationships between and among what currently are perceptible as living beings and the
environment in the interest of creating value(s) that facilitate just relations.
Kara Keeling (2014, 154)
If queer critique has run out of steam, what comes next? The answer, I believe, lies in
method. This would be an unlikely turn for queer theory, considering that for most of its
history its practitioners have been largely indifferent to method. Indeed, to the limited
extent queer method has been articulated, it has typically involved bringing queer theory to
method, queering existing methods by undermining the assumptions of disciplinary
systemization. In other words, we might say that in large part critique has been the
dominant queer method. In rejecting codification and mobilizing queerness as a
deconstructive practice queer theory has been able to preserve its much cherished
malleability, but has perhaps limited its generative potential.

When queer theorists have developed a method beyond the critical deconstructive gesture,
it has almost invariably been a queer flavor of qualitative inquiry— textual and historical
analysis in the humanities and interviews and ethnographic work in the social sciences.
Queer academic research has largely rejected quantitative analysis outright, seeing the
social life of numbers as normalizing, categorizing and disciplining; perhaps the very
opposite of queer. Therefore, despite my ongoing catalogue of queer adjacency to digital
sociality, the limited queer work on the digital has, like my own inquiry, (but with important
exceptions detailed below) remained resolutely distanced from computational forms of social
modulation and understanding.
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This is unfortunate because not only does the digital provide opportunities for a queer
engagement with quantitative method, it also highlights the false opposition between
quantitative and qualitative. I deconstruct this binary while suggesting that queer theorist’s
comfortability with “qualitative” methods96 needs to also be interrogated. This is particularly
true in light of the various turns in queer and feminist theory97―to corporeality, materialism
and the affective―that have increasingly leaned on, and continue to have striking
resonances with, the calculative ontologies of the more speculative natural and
computational sciences. These turns have shifted the center of queer inquiry from a
discursive focus on normativity to an ontological focus on indeterminacy and
interconnection― a useful change in orientation in light of the emergent post-normative,
where the modulation and capitalization of bodies and populations is less dependent on
broad cultural and technical averaging.

Despite these turns to ontological theories of body and social that have been developed
through quantification, queer theory has largely remained at a distance from these
methods, kept pure by the dissociation of critique and the usefully malleability of the verb
form of queer. I believe this critical distance from the interventions of calculation combined
with the uptake of theories developed with calculation has led to an aporia between the
theoretical sophistication of queer materialism, and the ability to articulative a politics within
those frameworks98. This is because with the digital, method is the political; computational
forms of seeing and doing are always both methodological and political questions. By

96 Including, of course, my own
97 I purposefully blur and break down boundaries between queer and feminist theory in this chapter, a split that
has been hopelessly overdetermined. This is not to say that queer theory and feminist theory are the same, or that
they always get along, but that there have been recent cross currents of continuity in rejecting a determined body,
subject, and form of relationality.
98 I borrow the idea of the aporia of theory and politics from Clough’s 2012a articulation of the aporia of ontology
and epistemology as reflecting how “media technological developments often (and perhaps necessarily) put the
transformation of being and the transformation of knowing out of sync with one another such that the
transformation of one may receive more thoughtful attention than the other”
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continuing to decry the power of the digital largely through the outside of critique, queer
theory performs its own limitations: the best we can hope for is to criticize the new world
others are building.

To help close the gap between the politics of queer method and the theories of queer
materialism, I suggest a new spirit of queer digital experimentation in the practices of the
everyday by appropriating, hacking and even constructing networks of social, corporeal and
environmental sensors. In other words, queer theorists should critically embrace the
uncomfortable connections I draw between the turns to materiality and biological systems
with the techno-scientific investments also inspired by the indeterminacy of life and matter.
Digital capitalism, much like the genealogy of queer indeterminacy I draw from, is
increasingly concerned with the above and below of consciousness, the strange and
monstrous assemblages that bypass our phenomenological experience of Cartesian
boundaries. Almost in tandem, queer theorists and digital corporations have moved from
representational frames to affective ones, from a grappling with normativity to
indeterminacy, and from a focus on identity play and management to corporeal plasticity
and ontological interconnection.

While the topography of queer theory and digital capitalism may be similar, each has
produced different navigational maps. Digital capitalism flies faster and faster between a
performative knowing and doing while the queer reluctance to work with quantitative and
computational techniques leaves us spinning our wheels in an increasingly digital dystopian
ditch. Worse, because of the simultaneous resonances between queer life and digital
sociality and a lack of computational action to change the possible futures of digital culture,
the optimism of queer futurity and the (somewhat) hopeful 1980’s digital imaginaries of
Donna Haraway threaten to wither while queer sociality itself is increasingly colored by an
uncomfortable digital facsimile.
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The queer insistence on qualitative and representational method has not always been de
rigueur: in this chapter I show that the logics of queerness and computational method have
been entangled from the earliest days of the digital. Focusing on Alan Turing as a case
study, I argue for a reengagement with the playful and indeterminate possibilities of queer
computation. Indeed, this renewed involvement in the development of queer circuits is
already happening and I showcase the innovative spirit of digital creation when queer
theorists take up the task of generative world building. I then appropriate the recent
theoretical engagement of the theories of Alfred North Whitehead by media scholar Mark
Hansen to develop my own vision for a speculative digital queer method. While Hansen’s
work is not queer, I use it as a framework for the queer "liberation of the 'surplus of
sensibility'" (Hansen 2015, 70) that is now being performatively collected and then
instrumentalized by digital capitalism.

In essence, I suggest that queer scholarship get less comfortable with critical distance (a
critical distance that I hope this dissertation demonstrates is no longer tenable) by working
to perform alternative data futures. That, in other words, the solution to an uncomfortable
resonance that has largely been disclaimed is a process long familiar to queers:
appropriation. While I’m certainly not arguing that the built architectures of sensing and
tracking data—networked embodied devices like the Fitbit, ambient environmental sensors
like Nest, or the oedipally named, versatile sensors of Mother by Sen.se, to name a few
examples—are queer, I believe the increasingly pervasive underlying technology provides
possibilities for distributing a queer politics of ontological interconnection and
indeterminacy. How might we create new open-ended circuits, using emergent technologies
to proliferate forms of relationality and bring queer notions of ontological indeterminacy and
interconnection into consciousness?
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I end with a discussion of the politics of queer method. Queer theory’s interdisciplinary
origins, longstanding skepticism of Cartesian empiricism, and political orientation towards
the indeterminate should allow it to play an important role in the unfolding methodological
battles of social science meets big business (Savage and Burrows 2014; boyd and Crawford
2011). But for this to happen queer theory must seriously engage with quantitative systems
of worldly awareness—and not only through critical resistance. I want to begin to imagine
what queer method might look like beyond a discursive toolkit to complicate the friendliest
of qualitative methods: a queer method that takes on the violence, exclusion, and
homogenization of calculative infrastructures in the closed systems of data capitalism, but is
reflexive enough to recognize some of its values embedded in them as well. An active
experimentation with the forms and formulas of digital media, especially as it increasingly
colonizes the depths of the body, is perhaps the key challenge of queer politics in the
twenty-first century.

What is queer about queer method now?
Queer theory largely originated in the humanities, and the humanist sensibilities of many of
those writing from this framework reflects part of the long-standing queer allergy to
quantification. This aversion has been compounded by the considerable dread that many in
the humanities feel over the academy-wide shift to quantitative methodologies, especially in
disciplines like English that have, until recently, been somewhat sheltered from creeping
quantification. But considering the quick spread of queer theory to the social sciences
(where in most disciplines quantitative method is well established if not dominant) and the
more recent, but rapid, rise of the digital humanities, this explanation can be at best only
partial.
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Perhaps the only book length, comprehensive look at what it would mean to talk about
queer method comes from Kath Browne and Catherine J. Nash’s Queer Methods and
Methodologies: Intersecting Queer Theories and Social Science Research (2010b). Notably,
quantitative method is largely absent from this collection, appearing only in the last chapter.
This is not surprising—to the limited extent to which “queer method” has been more fully
developed as a critical practice, it has almost exclusively focused on qualitative methods,
which usually means challenging the taken-for-granted modes of representing bodies and
subjects. As Kath Browne and Catherine J. Nash note in the introduction, there has long
been a presumption that the quantitative is simply incompatible with queer epistemology:
Given how queer approaches undermine the once stable sexual (and gendered)
subject now conceived as fluid, blurred and contingent, the prevalence of qualitative
methods in queer scholarship is perhaps unsurprising (Gamson 2003; Plummer
2005). Arguably, it is illogical to ‘count’ subjects once one has argued that a
‘countable subject’ does not exist – the methodological problematic we described at
the beginning of this chapter and one haunting qualitative as well as quantitative
approaches. (2010a, 11)

While Browne and Nash acknowledge that the queer challenges to representation are as
applicable to qualitative methods as quantitative, there is clearly something about numbers
and counting that poses particular challenges to queer epistemology. But the issues that the
authors of Queer Methods and Methodologies bring up—questioning the linearity of
ethnographic narrative, interrogating the stable identity of both writer and research subject
and complicating the relationship between the two, insisting on a relational and political
orientation to fieldwork, among other insightful critiques—are just as necessary for
quantification, if not more. Indeed, Kath Browne’s essay, the only one about quantitative
method, suggests many different ways that quantification can be queered, noting the
qualitative narration that wraps quantitative method by highlighting the contingent and
relational ways that questions are constructed and results are interpreted (2010, 235; also
see Clough 1992). But this queer treatment of quantitative method is rare, and the comfort

135

queer theorists have felt with the qualitative (troubled but redeemable) also needs
interrogating.

Indeed, qualitative and quantitative work has more in common than those who reject the
determinism of quantitative methods would like to believe. In sociology, despite a more
critical reputation, the qualitative portraiture of ethnography has frequently worked in
concert with statistical methods to support neoliberal intervention and disinvestment
(Clough 2010). While qualitative work is generally seen as capturing the kind of nuance and
thick description that quantitative work can gloss over, computational capitalism finds ways
to quantitatively collect and process the ephemeral and atmospheric, that very “thickness”
that ethnography seeks to portray (Clough et al., 2015). And in parallel to the key role of
qualitative narrative in framing and analyzing quantitative research, qualitative phenomena
like images, video, conversation, movement, and emotion are subjected to increasingly
sophisticated real-time computational analysis (Hemsoth 2015).

In part, the lack of queer engagement with quantitative modes of analysis stems from the
gradual movement of queer voices from the disciplinary social sciences and humanities to
the small but growing interdisciplinary world of gender and sexuality studies. In The Reorder
of Things, Roderick Ferguson frames the creation of ethnic and women’s studies
departments as in part “power’s attempts to archive previously excluded subjects and
epistimes” (2012, 33). Ferguson suggests that the institutionalization of sexuality in the
interdisciplines is wrapped up with “contemporary globalization’s ingestion of forms of
difference” (ibid., 223), and has encouraged “subtle and silent transformations” (ibid., 226)
in both the forms of knowledge and the subjects producing that knowledge. In other words,
the academy has been metabolizing the ruptural potential of social movements through
institutionalization long before Facebook developed a taste for difference.
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This institutionalization has of course had a number of positive effects, codifying supportive
spaces for historically marginalized scholars and scholarship. But it has also at least partially
neutralized the challenge that queer epistemology poses to the disciplines specifically and
the university system as a whole. Ferguson suggests that the permanence and formality
that institutionality brings can lead to a focused isolation from other modes of difference
and a generalized domestication, and we can also see this in terms of method. Freed from
having to engage with the demands of disciplinarity (i.e. empiricism, instrumentalization,
replicability), queer theorists have largely dismissed or ignored the quantitative.

There is an irony in this reading of Ferguson, given his articulation of administrative
attempts at using quantification to develop a very different kind of interdisciplinarity.
Quantification provided an administrative solution to “dealing with ‘the problem’ of
disciplinary heterogeneity” (Ferguson 2012, 106) by providing a common framework for
judging their relative successes and failures (i.e. disciplining the disciplines). Ferguson also
highlights the role quantification plays in the administrative disciplining of race and other
modes of difference, turning differences into abstractions to make them interoperable (ibid.,
107). In this context, it isn't hard to understand why the new interdisciplinary departments
housing queer theorists would be weary of any engagement with quantification beyond
critique.

Recent years however have seen emergent interdisciplinary formations which “bring the
humanities, the arts, and the social sciences into a more intimate relationship with
mathematical sciences, computer sciences, digital studies, and an array of natural sciences”
(Clough 2016, 435). This new collaborative energy is engaging with a more generative
framework that sees calculation and quantification as a doing that encompasses more than
just the disciplinary (ibid.). This new intimacy has led to the development of increasingly
complex and dynamic understandings of social life and embodiment that have reframed
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queer and feminist inquiry from questions of epistemology to ontology and from a focus on
normativity to one of indeterminacy.

Ontology After the Normal
Once the heart of the queer theoretical project, a focus on normativity has become less
central to queer theory in the 21st century. Perhaps because of the complications of
articulating an anti-normativity politics in an era of rapidly shifting norms, and no doubt in
part in response to the dehumanization of the AIDS crisis— where being outside the norm
was to be outside of life— queer debate has been moving away from a focus on normativity
for some time. Which is not to say that there are no norms; while norms remain a force
with the power to make live or let die, in practice a reflexive suspicion of normativity has
become a rote and routine part of queer affiliation with marginalization. In large part,
debates around normativity have been supplanted by the other legacy of the queer 90’s,
which only seems to grow in relevance, namely the (re)formulation of a queer corporeal
ontology, part of a larger turn away from social and discursive theories on the disciplining
function of norms.

As heralded through a variety of turns and critical reevaluations (see, for example, Clough
and Halley 2007; Coole and Frost 2010; Mortimer-Sandilands and Erickson 2010), these
more complicated ontologies understand a body distributed across space, other than
human, and dynamically undone through strange temporalities encompassing food, plastic,
and distant relatives (Landecker 2011). While scientists are just beginning to recognize the
vital role of non-human cells in regulating/constituting the human body, once speculative
moves to queer the notion of the subject beyond the human (Luciano and Chen 2015),
bounded body (Barad 2015), or the organism (Clough 2012c) are becoming commonplace.
Both drawing from and intervening in the natural sciences, this new attention to matter and
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embodiment has produced exciting new interventions in fields like physics (Barad 2007),
biology (Wilson 2010a, 2015), and neuroscience (Pitts-Taylor 2016).

This relaxing of queer and feminist theory’s long standing antagonism to the ontologies of
science and technology has, perhaps not surprisingly, in large part not been accompanied
by a shift in methods. No doubt this is in part because while theories like epigenetics,
quantum field theory and neuroplasticity have shown intriguing queer potential in the
abstract, in practice moving queerness from its discursive and deconstructive roots to a
more generative ecological ontology has offered some uncomfortable political mirrors.

These new ontologies have opened up possibilities for new alliances and deeper connections
as well as new ground for military and bio-medical intervention and modulation (Cooper
2008). Melinda Cooper has explored the movement of research funding in the life sciences
from norms to extremes (ibid., 33) as biotechnology looks to “overcome the ecological and
economic limits to growth associated with the end of industrial production, through a
speculative reinvention of the future" (ibid., 11). The increasing body of research
highlighting the strong, temporally strange “epi” (i.e. socio-environmental) influence on
genetics (Landecker 2011) has both usefully complicated deterministic ideas about genetic
inheritance (Lock 2005) and lead to troubling suggestions of state management of pregnant
bodies (Bateson 2001, 932-933). While the notion of the body as autopoietic system
guarding against the harmful outside world (Maturana and Varela 1980) is increasingly
superseded by a queerer, more flexible, looping process of body formation in action, the
politics of this move are unsettled as well.

This life science interest in indeterminacy finds increasing parallels in the computational.
More precisely, the bio-digital is converging in ways that render the distinction less
meaningful as the body’s capacity is leveraged, for example, by creating rewritable digital

139

data storage in live cells (Bonnet, Subsoontorn, and Endy 2012). There is also the growing
and buzzy field of machine learning; notable in particular are ‘neural’ systems of parallel
algorithms, inspired by the stochastic and plastic human brain, which learn how to perform
tasks like scanning “800 million people to find a single face in 5 seconds” (Hemsoth 2015).

More speculative are the moves to harness the indeterminacy at the smallest scales of
matter. Nanotechnologies involve computational bioengineering of materials “before they
become qualified in a specific form or function” (Parisi 2012, 38). For Parisi, this is the
extension of affect, that realm of pre-cognitive capacity, away from life and the organism,
to see an indeterminate potential at the heart of all matter. Parisi writes of the futural
potential of “programmable matter” designed to operate in a speculative environment of
emergent relations and unknown equations (ibid., 40). This is an indeterminacy with vast
potential for instrumentalized capitalization— a paradoxical indeterminacy where “nanoergonomic control indeed leaves nothing to approximation and yet its precise design
remains infinitely open,” such that nanotech is “almost designed to remain exact but
uncertain” (ibid., 46). This vision is of capitalism well beyond the normal, a new kind of
post-probabilistic modulation where “if control is investing in chaos, it is because it is
working to grasp the randomness” (ibid., 37).

With all of these uncomfortable mirrors and troubling politics in the landscape of ontological
indeterminacy, are the material/ontological/affective/nonhuman turns a wrong turn for
queer theory? How can we think about the politics of indeterminacy when even
indeterminacy is being mobilized for speculative monetization and paradoxical control? How
can queerness mobilize a plasticity that is not smoothly resonant with a “neoliberal logic of
self-care and responsibility" (Pitts-Taylor 2010, 639)? The key is method. Victoria PittsTaylor has argued that the political stakes of plasticity are often “contingent upon the
particular ways plasticity is understood and enacted” (Pitts-Taylor 2016, 123). While queer
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theory has developed complex ways of understanding the indeterminacy of the body, there
has been less attention on the politics of enactment. In other words, while queerness tends
towards the diagnostic, neoliberalism is always looking to make difference. Indeterminacy
by itself is not a viable politics; it is an opening.

Karen Barad has framed method as an enactment of difference, a generative material
production, where the separateness of the things in the world is not pregiven, but enacted
by agential intra-actions, intertwined practice between material agents (2007). For Barad,
“there are no intrinsic boundaries” (ibid., 161), rather boundaries are material-discursive
naturalcultural practice. In a way that resonates with Landecker, even the human subject
“determinately bounded and propertied” does not preexist practice (ibid., 171). This is
Barad’s agential realism, in which matter itself is an active agent involved in materialization,
and the gap between matter and language disappears through an understanding of practice
as material-discursive, as an apparatus for producing cuts, boundaries, resolutions (ibid.,
148). Barad carefully and provisionally reframes “the world” by refusing to get on the seesaw of construction and the real, by insisting upon materialization as a process always
already tangled up with intelligibility. While positivism sees the scientist as disconnected
from the world, able to accurately reflect the world as it really is, Barad proposes we see all
practice as entangled diffraction (2007, 381).

The problem with the queer engagement with a post-normal ontology is that it has too often
performatively separated intelligibility from materialization even while insisting on their
inseparability. Because the queer fluency in articulating processes of becoming intelligible
has outstripped our practices of materialization, we have become bystanders. While of
course this separation is artificial (intelligibility being always already caught up with the
materialization of the world), queer theoretical treatments of techno-science too often seem
designed to materialize more critical work on techno-science, leaving the technics of
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analysis to the natural and computational sciences. Queer theory, for all of its criticism of
positivism, is too often similarly positioned as outside, because critique takes you out of the
scene even if you are reflexively placing yourself in it. Reflexivity accounts for your
presence, but diffraction makes you accountable for your work as a methodological
enactment.

In developing an account of “Transmaterialities,” which is to say “demonstrating nature’s
queerness, its trans*-embodiment, exposing the monstrous face of nature” (2015, 412),
Barad speaks to the dilemma of engaging with the queer potentiality of emergent forms of
scientific visualization and modulation without embracing science’s “utopian promise” (ibid
412). Indeed, Barad develops her account of the “promise of monsters,” the “regenerative
politics” of transmateriality through the tools and epistemologies of bioelectricity meets
molecular biology, fields that are oriented towards applications that “renormalize and
eliminate bodily irregularities” (ibid., 410-12). For some, this would suggest a typical queer
science studies approach, stepping outside of the field to critique new regulatory regimes of
normalization, while reflexively acknowledging the subject position from which you are
engaging. But Barad, a practicing physicist, instead suggests that to “recognize ourselves as
part of nature’s doings in its very undoing of what is natural” can open us to “spaces of
political agency within science” (both ibid., 413, emphasis in original). This is the kind of
intimacy that I think is largely lacking in the emergent queer and feminist ontologies, and
why I am hopeful about the genealogical resonances I have charted between the digital and
the queer:
[T]his article engages with science in a mode that invites us to imagine not only the
possibilities of subverting science’s conservative agendas from the outside, as it
were, but also those of opening up science from the inside and serving as midwife to
its always already deconstructive nature. (Barad 2015, 412)
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Queerness and Digital Method
What Kara Keeling has helpfully framed as “Queer OS” has long roots, connecting a
dispersed field of inventors, theorists and artists who were often siloed by the geographic
and epochal distance the digital is now bent on destroying. Sandy Stone, for example, has
too often been overlooked as a multitalented, truly interdisciplinary
artist/theorist/scholar/programmer who has long been working at the intersections of digital
media and trans and queer studies. Well known for her groundbreaking 1987 essay "The
Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto," which has often been credited as a
founding document of transgender studies, Stone’s later digital work at the University of
Texas at Austin ACTLab99 has received less attention. Stone’s long career as a studio
engineer (she worked with Jimi Hendrix in the 60’s), mentorship under Donna Haraway and
track record of innovative scholarship did not prevent her colleagues from regular attempts
to marginalize her and her student’s work. ACTLab’s boundary destroying, public-facing,
transdisciplinary new media art should be a model to the many new digital humanities
initiatives popping up across the country, and yet it is likely her insistent and multiplicitous
transness100 that has too often kept her out of historical accounts of the digital and
queerness.

Thus, the work of queer digital method must involve the critical interrogation and reframing
of overdetermined technical histories and the development of alternative genealogies of
computational culture. An essential starting point for even recognizing the relevance of
Queer OS is a reconsideration of the presumed disconnection between the sexual and the
technical, queerness from the digital. Alan Turing, a rightly famous English mathematician

99 Advanced Communication Technologies Laboratory
100 Her literal trans identity but also her steadfast determination to transfer between fields, in and out of academia,
her ongoing attempts to transcend the structural limitations of the academy, her transgression of the expectations
of media studies and queer studies, and the work her and her student’s made that transcended disciplinary and
interdisciplinary standardization

143

who is widely considered the “father” of artificial intelligence and perhaps the computational
sciences more generally, has frequently served as exemplar for this move. Openly gay in an
era when homosexuality was illegal in Britain, Turing was improbably a central figure of the
Second World War, cracking the German Enigma cipher machine and perhaps shortening
the length of the war by years. Despite this, after the war Turing was convicted of gross
indecency, accepting chemical castration and hormone therapy instead of jail. Two years
later, at the age of 42, Turing died of cyanide poisoning in a suspected suicide.

Turing has had something of a recent renaissance in popular culture, with increasing
attention on the so-called Turing Test, two major films on his life released in 2011 and
2014, a posthumous pardon issued in the UK in 2013 and the passage of the “Alan Turing
Law,” a 2017 UK statue pardoning those convicted of British indecency laws for
homosexuality. While Turing’s homosexuality is hardly elided in popular accounts of his life
and work, especially in recent years, his sexuality tends to be framed as a plot device,
narratively important but not essential to his work as a mathematician and codebreaker. In
The Imitation Game, a blockbuster historical drama centered on Turing’s life released in
2014, sexuality bookends the film, but feels more disconnected from his life because of it,
highlighting the state betrayal while quarantining sex from code. Notably, during his actual
work on Enigma his love interest is a woman, and this relationship figures prominently in
the film101. Perhaps it should not be a surprise that The Human Rights Campaign, the
largest LGBT (and arguably the least queer) organization in the US decided to honor the film
(Joughin 2014), fitting with the normalization agenda of sexuality being a personal thing
that in no way influences how you work or think.

101 The attention to his short lived fiancé was controversial, along with a focus on his marathon running, presumed
to help him look less “wimpish” (Lucas 2013).
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Critical queer digital scholars have also been giving Turing a new look, but one that largely
rejects the suggestion of a wall between his work and his life, or as Elizabeth Wilson frames
it, between the thinking coder and the feeling queer (2010b). As Jacob Gaboury notes in his
“Queer History of Computing,” Turing is just one of many pivotal queer figures in the early
history of the computational sciences (2013). Here I focus on Turing specifically because the
mythologizing around his life succinctly highlights the contrast between queer and
mainstream LGBT visions of computation and more importantly, demonstrates the deep
queer roots of digital method. Collectively, the reexamination of Turing’s story suggests that
rather than antithetical or even lateral to digital life, “queerness is itself inherent within
computational logic” (Gaboury 2013).

When popular depictions of Turing’s life separate his queerness from his pioneering code
breaking work they implicitly reify dichotomies that shadow discourses of gender and
sexuality: between body and mind, logic and emotion, rational coldness and feelings of
warmth, and more broadly between the computational and the human. And indeed, we do
see signs of these dichotomies playing out in Turing’s work, at least in a superficial way: the
Turing test famously uses the performance of gender as the marker for a machine's ability
to pass for human. Homay King speculates that the chaos and uncertainty of Turing’s own
life, the ambiguity of being queer in post-war UK caused him to seek refuge in the “clear-cut
language of numbers and protocols” (2015, 25). A deeper look at the complexities of
Turing’s short life and work however complicate even this distinction.

Elizabeth Wilson argues that rather than separate feeling and thinking, ambiguity from the
clean cut, Turing maintains a surprising amount of swirling interconnection, with thinking
and feeling “projected and introjected into each other” (Wilson 2010b, 22, emphasis in the
original). There is a queerly childlike quality to Turing’s research process that fostered a
tendency to see computation from the curiosity of the outsider (ibid., 35). This never quite
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reconciled otherness blended with the knowledge and access of an insider to produce
startling insights in the face of scorn and puzzlement at his unorthodox methods and prose.
King notes how the breaking of Enigma was not achieved through the brute force of logic
but rather:
“...curiously required a ‘feminine,’ queer style of thought, characterized by a gift for
creating and decoding doubly and triply couched meanings, a rock-like ability to bear
the burden of secrets as if one's very life depended on it, and antennae finely tuned
to unintended signals of affect and relation.” (2015, 41)

Furthermore, even the Turing Test, famously codified into competitions, prizes and a
number of different actual tests, is less binary than we might think. King notes that an
underappreciated aspect of the Turing Test is that it “doesn’t really work:”
Even if the computer passes the test, the question will always remain: Could it have
passed for a longer amount of time? Would it have failed eventually? There can be
no ontology of intelligence, according to Turing's definition. Like desire, it is always
provisional, an open-ended question, always in motion. There is no such thing as
knowing or not knowing in truth or falsehood, in perpetuity. There is only knowing or
not knowing in durational time, and for the present moment. (2015, 46)
For Gaboury, the seeming contradictions of Turing's work are actually his camp legacy.
Writing of Christopher Strachey, another queer computer scientist contemporaneous with
Turing, whose love letter generator (referenced below) built upon Turing’s work, Gaboury
suggests that,
...what might be considered the first work of computational art was a kind of joke, a
critique of "real" epistolary writing and "real" love by means of automation through
digitization. It is even more fascinating that it seems to have come from a queer
history - not of "passing" as has been suggested with regards to Alan Turing's work
on gender and artificial intelligence in the Turing Test, but of camp and the
ostentatious performance of "authentic" affect. (2013)

Understanding the elided queer origins of computation suggests that the digital interest in
indeterminacy is neither new nor particularly surprising. Indeed, in a longer piece it wouldn't
be unreasonable to draw through lines between Turing and Chelsea Manning―the trans icon
and whistleblowing leaker recently released from prison after a surprise Obama

146

commutation of her 35-year sentence―who arguably has been the singularly most pivotal
figure in reframing the violence of state data collection in the twenty-first century.

In parallel with this revised computational genealogy we are now seeing a variety of
emergent digital queer experimental moves, particularly in the arts and those
interdisciplinary refuges for wayward humanists and social scientists that, as referenced
earlier, have until recently largely ignored or dismissed both the digital and quantification.
Sometimes this involves the creation of queered modes of computational organization and
visualization and the centralization of “data” historically ignored or deleted in digital culture.
In this vein, we can see the work of Zach Blas, an artist and academic whose work includes
the creation of TransCoder, an open API built upon queer slang to create what he calls a
“queer programming anti-language” (Blas 2013). T.L. Cowen and their colleagues, in their
collaborative archival project “The Cabaret Commons,” similarly pick up on the key place of
gossip and the ephemeral in queer culture:
We envision a collaborative, interactive, user-generated ‘memories and feelings
bank’ and gossip rag for trans- feminist and queer artists and audiences; a space
that would collect and generate diverse and trans-disciplinary modes of feminist and
queer knowing, that would transform the temporality of these ephemeral and
affective traces into the potentially-historical. (McLeod, Rault, and Cowen 2014)

Works like Paul B. Preciado’s Testo Junkie show how queer digital imaginations shape
emergent experimentations with the body. Preciado writes of his body as “the platform that
makes possible the materialization of political imagination” (2013, 139), artfully blending a
performative social theory with a corporal accounting of the effects of daily testosterone
use. While this is inevitably a partial accounting of the renewed spirit of queer world building
in the digital era, I want to emphasize that this methodological movement rejects the
measured distance of the researcher. Rather than just acknowledge that all knowledge
creation is always already a mobilization of a new world, the queer digital sees the potential
of the body-mind to queerly create and account for difference and an indeterminate
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becoming rather than collating difference into sameness through abstract
instrumentalization.

Even in an era of digital practice as personal brand, there is a remainder, an ongoing digital
“process of self-shattering rather than self-fashioning” (Gaboury, 2013). The digital
mobilizes this shattering to increase engagement, serve ads, and refract your performance
of selfhood through your affinities, connections, your affective distance from others and
familiars to create new products and more compulsive infrastructures. To some extent we
are all shattered through relationality, strewn throughout the embodied memories and
collective affects of our accumulating encounters. It is this performative redistribution of the
self that lays at the heart of my vision for a queer method.

Generative Queer World Building
Queer method must be a witness to violence and performatively involved in the creation of
new worlds. Of course, critique and deconstruction can be and often are generative, as I
hope my own discursive engagement with the digital has been. But the limits of these
methods are thrown in sharp relief by the unconscious, affective, aesthetic and otherwise
non-cognitive ways that digital sociality constructs the conditions of its reception. By
foregrounding queer experimentation with digital methods, I look to balance the
oppositional epistemology historically associated with queer theory with the more active
development of “transgressed boundaries, potent fusions, and dangerous possibilities”
(Haraway 1990, 154). This requires reconciling the best parts of twenty-first century queer
abstraction―technological prosthetics that perform and visualize the openness,
vulnerability, and interconnection that constitute the human body and subject―with the
performative spirit of queer sociality. Through thoughtful engagement with the possibilities
of the digital, queerness can more forcefully articulate a vision of indeterminacy that whisks
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away from capitalization and is bent towards thoughtful interconnection and the perverse
proliferation of pleasures and expressions.

In part, I’m advocating for queer theory to take a hard look at the quantitative
methodologies of what Nigel Thrift calls “knowing capitalism,” the increasingly big business
of studying and modulating the everyday (2005). While the notion of using digitally
processed quantitative data to promote a queer indeterminacy might sound counterintuitive to some, it is a strategy that reflects the intensified biopolitical modulation that
defines our age. While submitting “our” data to networks gives us free (Facebook) or
subsidized (23andMe102) products, we rarely have access to these preferences, traces, or
bodily processes. Therefore, while this networked data gets used by corporate entities to
serve us ads or design us drugs, we are blocked from reimagining its social utility except in
highly circumscribed conditions103.

Despite the long entanglement of queerness and computation, the colonization of
embodiment and ecology through a proliferation of new ways of seeing, feeling, measuring
and performing requires the ongoing proliferation of speculative queer digital methods.
Rather than a critical engagement which multiplies the power and mystique of the object, I
suggest a critical generation which is intimately aware of the connection between ways of
understanding the world and the possibilities of a new world. If much of the emergent body
and environmental data performs a humanity more entangled, vulnerable, connected and
distributed, how can queer theorists develop feedback loops that celebrate and cultivate this
queer ontology, rather than mobilizing data through anxious incitements for quick and easy
instrumentalization?

102 23andMe’s signature product’s price has decreased 90% in five years, and is now sold at a loss, because “the
real value is in its data” (Herper 2013)
103 For more on the conditions under which academics are allowed access to corporate data sets, see my recent
review of Uncharted (Haber 2015)
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I’m particularly drawn to Mark Hansen’s reframing of human agency through a “radical
environmental perspective,” which is to say an agency that is “internally differentiated,
dispersed across various scales and operational divisions, and implicated in and immanent
to a total, multi-scalar cosmology” (2015, 2). In other words, by drawing on Alfred North
Whitehead’s process philosophy, Hansen frames the entanglement of human agency with
complex digital networks of data as an opportunity to intensify the human experience of
“worldly sensibility” (ibid., 5). Hansen looks to decenter the human agent not through the
marginalization of consciousness (ibid., 16-7 & 23) but its enhancement through a reengagement with the rich, distributed context from which it arises, to “complexify the
human by multiplying its connections” (ibid., 17).

Importantly, our consciousness is already embedded in this mesh—the television’s “hopes
for a continuous body-machine attachment” through “mechanizing the autoaffective circuit”
(Clough 2000, 70) has quickly found its expression in the smartphone. But the sensory and
tracking data of the smartphone is inaccessible, trapped in “highly specific, closed-loop
circuits between the past behavior of consumers and their probable future activity” (Hansen
2015, 70). For example, the indeterminate queer potential of Facebook for open-ended
connection and expression is instead rerouted into instrumentalization in the form of
advertisements and the maintenance of eyeball engagement.

For Hansen, the key political task is wrenching the open potential of media away from this
instrumentalization, though what this might accomplish is queerly vague for Hansen—
"'humanistic' in some very broad and general sense...a heightened intensity of human
experience or some other enhancement of human life" (ibid., 70). A redistribution of human
sensibility into the world seems likely to suggest something like a politicized environmental
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consciousness104, but more open access to media outside the priorities of capital and the
state has intriguing queer potential.

While Hansen focuses mostly on making networked environmental data available to
consciousness, corporal data is being fed into consciousness with incredible speed. The
reading of sweat and heartbeat as fear or joy or hunger has allowed capitalism the "capacity
to manipulate 'forethought' as a technical variable" (ibid., 189) opening up the body to what
Steve Goodman and Luciana Parisi call “mnemonic control” (2011). This is control
paradoxically through the illusion of agency, where familiar loops provide pleasurable
rewards. Devices like the FitBit enroll people in self-governance through gamification
(Whitson 2015), incentivizing unconscious behavior through the affective reward of
“beating” yourself and others. As our bodies surf, “undulatory, in orbit, in a continuous
network” (Deleuze 1992, 5), an always increasing set of metrics provides new waves to
catch.

104 Environmental for me including those “other” human bodies that constitute a rather central position within the
networks that constitute our subjecthood and corporeality. Though curiously the bodies of other humans are largely
absent in Hansen’s book.
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Figure 27: Health Data. iOS Health app screenshot July 25, 2017

For Hansen, it is performance that allows for a new kind of subject—humans gets
repositioned as epistemologically central in an ontology in which they are constituted as
marginal only through a performative, relational practice that frames digital media through
the aesthetic (2015, 260). The aesthetic is the place where we can access a sensibility
beyond the phenomenological, where the instrumental can be overloaded with affective
relationality. That Hansen ends with the performative seems fitting for queer theory 105,
where performativity has long been central as epistemology. Rather than a political that lies
in the deconstructive possibilities of parody, Hansen’s performativity feeds messy queer
entanglements into consciousness, continually makes a new subject through the ontological
becoming of the world.

This is why the indeterminacy at the heart of the bleeding edge of capitalism needs not only

105 It is worth noting that Hansen at no point characterizes his work as queer
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critique, but methodological cooptation. The unfathomable amount of data that visualizes an
incredible diversity of relation forms and ontological interconnections across weird
temporalities needs to be performatively engaged by an experimental queer methodology.
Hansen’s hope for the promiscuous media of the twenty-first century is that human
subjectivity gets “implicated” within “the vibratory sensibility of an ever-increasingly
technified world” (ibid., 252), a subjectivity that doesn’t “withdraw from the world, but one
that expresses the creativity of the total situation understood exclusively in and for itself”
(ibid., 253). This is a tall order in a world where we are prodded to see embodiment as a
game or an alienated object, where the world fades behind a new world of proprietary
devices instrumentalizing our attention for speculative profit.

This kind of methodological intervention will require some reframing. Proprietary social and
corporeal networks elide the collectivized data they collect, performing “our” data as the
natural result of the autonomous subject. In other words, the data that Facebook or Fitbit
collects about others shapes the affordances of the very infrastructure through which I
understand my self, yet we imagine that the things we post and the way we run reflects our
autonomous choices.
Gatherings implicate distinct elements, including humans, into their immanent and
future-directed inclination, and for this reason must be considered expressions of
worldly metamorphosis rather than products of subjective synthesis. (ibid., 257)
The kind of intervention I am proposing reverses the proprietary model: the collectivized
data produced implicates our ontology in an ecology of other bodies while a decentralized
process of gathering performatively centers an intervention though the vision of a person or
group of persons. This decentralized and performative centering resolves at least some of
the political problems of a digital consolidation by fashioning reception/interpretation
through the needs and desires of smaller collectivities.
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To some extent the vagueness of my appropriated methodological intervention is by design:
dissertations are still conceived as individual projects, and my vision requires the kind of
academic “freedom” not allowed of grad students with tenure-track aspirations. That said, I
have some ideas for more specific interventions. Sex, desire and relationality seems
particular suggestive of queer digital possibility, given the digital orientation to connection
across distance and the affective dimensions of attraction. Despite a plethora of options for
cisgendered gay men, there remains large populations badly served by incentives of late
capitalism. Trans-identified folks for example, still don’t have a robust sex and dating
platform; not surprisingly the fledgling attempts at creating one are being developed by
trans coders without the support of start-up capitalization (Willis 2016).

There are also some intriguing possibilities at the intersections of gender, sexuality and
sickness/debility/disability. Those with non-normative bodies and identities still chafe at
their treatment by many mainstream medical professionals who continue to pathologize
unfamiliar lifestyles, even if inadvertently. There are also extra challenges for those whose
bodies have marked them for ongoing public and state scrutiny (many people of color, those
with mobility limitations, fat people, non-binary and gender nonconforming folks) who must
also encounter regimes of self-monitoring like Type 1 diabetes or those health and fitness
apps which seem likely to become increasingly compulsory within insurance contexts (Boyd
2017). Are there data imaginaries that would allow for more personalized and contextual
understandings of the effects of overlapping experiences of marginality? How could digital
tools help medical professionals more capably and respectfully encounter difference?

The Politics of Queer Method
The complicated politics of Donna Haraway’s vision of the cyborg reminds us that queer
imaginations of the digital must simultaneously hold the new forms of violence and death
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that concomitantly emerge with new social possibilities. And there is no doubt that
quantification has long been used and largely continues to be used to kill, corral, and
brutalize marginalized populations, with brown and black bodies in particular frequently
marked as data for the criminal justice system106. Quantitative sociology has a long history
of serving as a state science, using statistical empiricism to survey populations and “bring
their practices in line with mass production and mass consumption” (Clough 2010, 630).
Now data capitalism has largely replaced the social sciences as the central instruments of
state violence and modulation, an outsourcing of labor to corporations that, unlike public
universities, have the added benefit of not requiring ongoing state subsidy107. What is more,
the technocratic affect of knowing capitalism naturalizes the inequitable distribution of
violence and capacity as neutral and inevitable.

However, even in critique, queer theory needs a more nuanced understanding of calculation
that moves beyond warnings about surveillance and control to consider data as a productive
force in the ongoing development of subjects and populations. While the qualitative
methods that queer theorists have been the most comfortable with begin with our
phenomenological experience, privileging spatially discrete bodies and subjects with
temporal continuity, emergent forms of quantitative digital method highlight embodiment
and sociality in process. All methods, those understood as quantitative and those called
qualitative, can be used to categorize and determine, to make and unmake populations, and
to determine life chances. But in dismissing quantification we miss new possibilities for both
articulating and cultivating queer circuits of connection and sensation.

106 Examples are too numerous to list but consider the use of Facebook by the police (Kelly 2012)
107 At least not directly through budget and appropriations. In addition to tax breaks, the largest digital companies
receive infrastructural support tailored to their specific needs. For a striking example of this at Amazon, see Kang
2016.
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Of course, much violence and exclusion flows through representational frames and gets
articulated through categories presumed by many to be both obvious and immutable. So, of
course, we must continue as queer theorists to highlight and critique the intersectional
violence that works through those semi-stable forms of identity and identification. However,
digital technologies also lodge an incipient race, class, sexuality, gender, ability and capacity
in more complicated bodies, assemblages of flesh and silicone. These networks of difference
and exclusion need articulation of their becoming before they’ve been brought into
consciousness, where “the bodily and affective remain immanent, not passed into
knowledge” (Chung 2011, 279, emphasis in original).

Amit Rai, in his study of cell phone use in India, has focused on raced and gendered
intensities not of the order of discourse and signification (2012, 2015). Rai highlights the
“everyday practice of ‘jugaad’ or frugal innovation” (2015, 968) of Indian cell phone users,
the kind of creative intervention into emergent networks that I have called for as queer
method. For Rai, white supremacy has partially refracted into “new and yet genealogically
continuous and topologically plastic strategies” (2012, 68) and thus need to be confronted
with “new experimental practices of racial becoming” (ibid., 73).

In my final chapter I shift from the queer politics of method to the politics of queerness,
suggesting an opening for queer intervention during the extended inflection point between
an imagined and nostalgic analog past and the speculative digital future. Queer politics
needs new narratives to encounter the distributed violence, networked prior to cognitive
awareness, that still leaves marks on the body and unjustly distributes life chances across
populations. My hope is that these strategies co-mingle with the brilliant potentiality of
queer digital invention, a generative encountering of the world in its horrible, beautiful
becoming.
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Conclusion: Queer Politics after the Digital
There is no form of social liberation, it would seem, that the neo-liberal economist cannot
incorporate within a new market for contractual services or high-risk credit
Melinda Cooper (2017, 8)

It’s hard to imagine that the internet was once frequently talked about through a discourse
of liberation; a space of identity play and new political possibility, where embodiment and
geography might no longer be barriers to making connections and bringing together political
movements across the globe. In contemporary social theory, the idea that there are
revolutionary, or even politically progressive, possibilities for digital sociality now looks like
a ghostly relic, as the early possibilities of political and social decentralization have
consolidated into a handful of multi-billion dollar corporations and overcapitalized, utopianist
“disruptors.” In contrast to the boosterism of the tech industry, the discourses of the
academic digital have taken a decidedly dystopian tenor, framing digital practice as a slog of
identity management where shadowy networks and entrenched institutions can rob, shame
and blackmail you. For queer theorists and queer-identified people, our early and
enthusiastic uptake of digital technologies now looks less like the rumblings of a cultural
vanguard and more like well-dressed canaries lost in a toxic coal mine.

Despite my generally laudatory framing of the queer political and academic project, my
inspiration for this dissertation was watching what was once such a vital and creative
signifier get reframed through a familiar yet unsatisfying digital social media. Facebook
takes the queer communitarian spirit and transmogrifies it into the self as brand, creating a
compulsive product that monetizes queer difference while infrastructurally maintaining
binaries and erasing queer content and profiles. Social media in general, and Facebook in
particular, provides a perfect platform for the performance of community as police,
crowdsourcing the panopticon and ghettoizing queer discourse in small fiefdoms where an
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elusive safety justifies an inward turn, a separatism through a thousand problematizations.
The queer heritage of intergenerational connection, violently undercut by HIV/AIDS, is now
further limited by changing conventions of language and identity made intractable by digital
infrastructures that emphasize conflict and drama over opportunities for consensus and
political alliance.

In New York City, where I have lived for 11 years, the relentless pressures of gentrification
continues to push out spaces of queer coalition and affinity, and gender diverse dance
parties get replaced by racial and class segregated digital cascades of men. As queer
cultures of cruising, performance and public sociality migrate online, a heteronormative
public/private split gets digitized and the diverse temporalities of everyday life get
bifurcated into permanent storage and deletion. Multiple, fragmented and changing
identities are accepted and even encouraged online while behavior is increasingly monitored
by your “friends” (probably your old best friend from high school but impossible to know
cloaked behind the anonymity of the report button), strangers (see Hatmaker 2014 for a
rather striking and disturbing example of how one vigilante caused hundreds of queer
Facebook accounts to be suspended) and underpaid, traumatized workers in the global
south (Chen 2014).

At the same time that the natural sciences are articulating an increasingly weird and
interconnected corporeality with the help of digital prosthetics, embodied data systems
perform our activities through the disciplinary lens of fitness and health, privatizing this
collective data for speculative pharmaceutical profit. The backlash to the nascent queer
utopian “post-body” vision of internet is so ferocious that those who take advantage of
digital affordances to imagine their bodies as something else risk public shaming and mass
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opprobrium by two straight white guys on MTV.108 When queer theorists do resuscitate
flickers of queer optimism from the early days of the internet it is typically only as
strawqueer, to highlight the failures of the postmodern and/or discursive in the bad old days
before we “brought the body back in” to the queer project.

And while the queer political attachments I have articulated in this dissertation—to
collectivities of difference, indeterminacy, ephemera and a promiscuous sociability—are
certainly not the entirety of queer theorists analytical and political contributions, the gradual
folding in of these epistemologies the logics of economy should inspire reflection on how
queer utopian and contrarian thought might need to once again be reimagined. There is a
too often untheorized sense that the socio-political insights of queer theory are somehow
always already deconstructive of the potential for incorporation: if capitalism has historically
needed the stable subject, then surely the queer critique of immutable identity is in conflict
with the exploitations of capitalism? But what if Facebook doesn’t need the uniform
narrative of the timeline to serve you ads that preempt your future with your past? What if
Snapchat finds that becoming a conduit for brands to reach millennials is more profitable
than serving as an infrastructure for intimate encounters? What if queer contingency is
actually more monetizable than uniform linearity? Jasbir Puar has showed how queer
narratives of transgression can be smoothly resonant with a biopolitical project of
U.S./Western exceptionalism (2007), so the incorporation of queer ideas into the logics of
digital capitalism should come as no surprise.

And yet, I remain optimistic about the queer project, in part because I believe that the
digital has been politically clarifying. The digital parodies visibility as a political strategy;
queers and queer politics have never been more visible (just imagine how many people now

108 Catfish, an MTV reality show now in its sixth season has become a popular forum for shaming the (largely)
queer, trans, poor, fat and disabled into “being themselves” by two white dudes with no formal training.
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know that there more than two options for gender identity thanks to Facebook) and yet
LGBT suicide rates remain shockingly high, and trans women of color are being murdered at
a horrifying rate (Allen 2017). Digital life performs the limitations of deconstruction and the
discursive, acting as a release valve for the frustrations of queer subjectivity while
ideological algorithmic sorting limits these frustrations’ impact in the world. That the
political limitations of the discursive have been loudly proclaimed by queer theorists (who
have moved on to the material and ontological with minimal political impact) highlights that
perhaps queer critique itself has, as Latour has put it, “run out of steam.”

My introductory attempt at articulating a more generative digital queer engagement in
Chapter 4 is also an attempt at learning another clarifying lesson of the digital: the danger
of the rapid centralization of both capital and attention online. Centralization, along with the
shift of advertising money to the digital, has a particularly dangerous impact on queers. The
consolidation of control on the internet—even if it develops into, as Parisi suggests, a
“paradoxical” control aligned with indeterminacy—affectively and insidiously nudges queer
behavior in monetizable and instrumental directions. Even those platforms like Snapchat
that have provided a more open media space through the development of different
temporalities of interaction have had reputational and financial troubles that speak to this
danger.

The derivative logic of sociality might be uncoupling norms from the subject, but for the
constitutive parts of subjectivity to have futural value they must be legible to the market:
even outliers have to be recognizable in relation to a norm. While derivative logic in some
ways brings queer sociality into economy, in others it capitalizes off the uneasy fluidity of
queer life. Rather than attempting to minimize and insure against social risk, the derivative
is a route through which volatility and uncertainty becomes profitable. The unstable field of
social media—between public and private, the utopian and dystopian and anxiety and
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comfort—has become a central growth engine of derivative sociality, profiting off the
whiplash of a habituated user base.

Derivative sociality is post-system; systems providing a kind of temporal closure that limits
potential financialization. Randy Martin gives the example of oil; no longer simply bought
and sold, prices for oil are always being renegotiated through futures and spot markets
(2013, 90). The family is another system whose temporal closures limit the volatility that
makes digital sociality so profitable. Marriage for example, is a system that limits risk— a
contract that binds you to a unit of responsibility, “for richer for poorer, in sickness and in
health” — but that also puts limitations on your circulation (making it harder to move, for
example) and limits those “life status changes” that make consumers “open to change and
vulnerable to intervention by marketers” (Andreasen 1984, 784). In other words, the
traditional family structure puts limits on the profitable volatility of life under digital
capitalism. The uptake of the queer digital is a convenient shift to wring out more value
from the deconstruction of the temporalities of subject and body.

Family, Community, Economy
In some ways the queer digital is just the latest in a long history of social and political
movements with revolutionary aspirations that have ended up incorporated into capitalism,
an institution that has proven particularly adept at ingesting potential threats. The dynamic
between Apple and Snapchat in Chapter 2 highlights how the “crisis” that the queer digital
poses to the family is already being profitably exploited: if the digital destroys prior social
solidarities, it can also restore them, for a price. While the nostalgic return to an imagined
ideal of the family is one way to extract value from the queer digital, monetizing these new
models of affective and economic association offers the speculative potential of a more
ongoing profit.
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Melinda Cooper has argued that, “[t]he history of the family is one of perpetual crisis”
(2017, 7). Because of the family's central role as a framing device for the moral and
economic health of the nation, both the political left and right have mobilized contrasting
imaginations of the family to support social and economic policy. This bipartisan
epistemological allegiance to the familial persists even through crises, like the queer digital,
that seems to reconfigure the normativity on which the family rests:
If the history of modern capital appears on one hand to regularly undermine and
challenge existing orders of gender and sexuality, it also entails the periodic
reinvention of the family as an instrument for distributing wealth and income.
(Cooper 2017, 17)

For Cooper, the gay desire for recognition and visibility (and the left’s enduring commitment
to the family) dovetails with neoliberal desire for the privatization of social responsibility.
AIDS becomes a clarifying moment: writing of the law and economic theories of Chicago
School disciples Richard Posner and Tomas Philipson, Cooper highlights how gay marriage
was theorized by the neoliberal right to have a social insurance function that would
normalize the expensively risky behavior of gay men.
Posner and Philipson anticipate that the legal recognition of same sex marriage
would help to internalize the costs of AlDS on two fronts: biomedical and economic.
First, by placing a premium on monogamy, marriage would increase the
psychological costs of promiscuous sex and thus decrease the average rate of
infection. But it would also internalize economic costs by transferring at least some
of the burdens of care onto a spouse. (Cooper 2017, 174)
Marriage, in other words, marries the soothing temporal closure discussed in Chapter 2 with
the folding in of “high risk” subjects into a neoliberal framework of privatized insurance.

This background helps us better understand the new crisis of the family reemerging through
the queer digital. If we accept that late capitalism is radically anti-normative (Cooper 2017,
170) except to the extent that normativity is functional for the privatization of social care
(ibid., 174-5), we start to further understand the more radical intervention of digital

162

capitalism. Though partial and emergent, the digital elevates community as a risk mitigation
tool, with robust and diversified “friends lists” a hedge against the “disruption” of your job
and income. This is especially the case in the digitally-facilitated “gig economy” where the
normalized rhythms of family life actually make it more difficult to get by. As more and
more Americans become contract workers, employee-subsidized health insurance
increasingly becomes a luxury, changing the economic calculus of getting married and
having children. Because the digital pulls us away from the rituals of family life and towards
the social media landscape of “chosen family,” the affective pull of the nuclear familial is
lessened as well.

Framing the dislocations of the queer digital through an understanding of the historic value
of the family to capitalism also helps us understand what I believe is the underappreciated
role of the queer digital in the Trump election. There is of course much already written
about the truly transformative imprint of the digital on the 2016 American presidential
election, which has been perhaps singularly impactful in curdling the (already cooling)
digital political utopian optimism that emerged during the Egyptian and Tunisian
revolutions. The starring role of the digital is hard to ignore: a billionaire who refashioned
himself into a “man of the people” through the distributed force of Twitter becomes a meme
candidate unbound to the empirical and adept at the grammar of white grievance and the
affectively disquieting. Meanwhile, Cold War antagonisms reemerge from the left as hacked
emails and “fake news” from Russia are seen as puncturing the inevitability of the natural
and expected (neo)liberal transition from Barack Obama to Hillary Clinton. Less commented
on however, in the rush by the coastal media to interview the inland white underclass, is the
role of the changing nature of the family reflected in digital sociality.

While the family has long served as principal form for distributing and consolidating wealth,
the digital economy restructures channels of risk and reward. If gay marriage brings the
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nonnormative into preferred structures of privatized care then the queer digital parodies the
failure of these structures to provide this care. Instead of trying to resuscitate the dying
Fordist expectation of lifelong employment, the digital instead celebrates the flexible and
unattached worker, who keeps her mind and body plastic through ongoing brain training
(Pitts-Taylor 2010) and gamified health and fitness apps (Whitson 2015). The “cosmetic
multiculturalism” (Nakamura 2002, xiv) of the digital that fetishizes lower-level diversity
both for cheap labor and to atone for the cis, hetero, white, maleness in upper management
has created the conditions for assemblages like #gamergate109, where even minimal moves
for a more inclusive digital culture can lead to violent backlash. That much of the wealth of
the digital and many of the well-paid jobs are concentrated in the San Francisco Gay Area
promotes the optics of a queer elite, seemingly confirmed by the participation of companies
like Apple, Google and Facebook in high profile gay rights causes. A Politico article from
2013 says that “Big tech” and gay rights are in a “long-term relationship,” have “evolved
together” and are “deeply connected” (Friess 2013).

What is queer about the future of queer studies?
And yet, despite the uneven social respectability of tech-supported LGBT legal victories, this
deep connection has started to sour. In part the inspiration for this dissertation is what I see
as the growing gap between the queerness reflected in the social forms performed on social
media and the queer displeasure with the centrality of those networks in our everyday lives.
There is a cruelness to the earnestness with which queer people use social media.
But, again, optimism is cruel when the object/scene that ignites a sense of possibility
actually makes it impossible to attain the expansive transformation for which a
person or a people risks striving; and, doubly, it is cruel insofar as the very pleasures
of being inside a relation have become sustaining regardless of the content of the
relation, such that a person or a world finds itself bound to a situation of profound
threat that is, at the same time, profoundly confirming (Berlant 2011, 2)
109 Gamergate was a vicious campaign of harassment directed at two women game developers who were falsely
accused of sleeping with video game journalists to get better coverage. For more see Dewey 2014
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Facebook is a textbook example of how this cruelness operates on the queer digital. The
pleasure of “being inside” Facebook,110 as Chapter 1 demonstrates, resonates with those
long and swirling social genealogies that have inspired queers to turn a deconstructive
practice into a paradoxical identity. Some of the pleasure is the intoxication of social life
itself: the joy of exchange, of desire, of transformation and celebration; the delight of the
unexpected and the out of control, and the cool gratification that comes the distanced
control of the performance of self. But Facebook’s cruelest pleasure is the political. The
atemporal organization of content can put on-site political work out of sync with the
rhythms of governance and economy. Even if your message is timely, it is still the unpaid
labor of content creation and moderation, helping to connect you to ads for the political
groups who must pay Facebook for your valuable attention.

To post on Facebook is to believe in the power of discourse. Even now when, for many,
posting has become less frequent and Facebook has been demoted to the 2nd, 3rd or 4th
app we look at, it suddenly becomes essential again in a moment of political crisis. This is
political work that feels great—even posting about the horrors of the world activates the
subconscious haptic joy of affirmation with every like, love or the reaction Facebook
classifies as “Sad.” But it is the optimism of that pleasure—the thrill that your well crafted
post about gendered bathrooms got over a hundred likes— that is so cruel. There is an
exhaustion that comes from politically engaging on social media that gives the feeling of
having done something while leaving little energy to do something else. We can see this in
the semi-anonymized queer call-out, a popular form of queer digital discourse that speaks
to the problematic while disclaiming the interest or ability to educate (i.e. It is shitty to say

110 The immersiveness of Facebook can make it feel like an object you are inside of, or perhaps looking inside of
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___ about ___ people. Don’t ask me to explain why.). Of course, marginalized people
should not and do not have to educate others about their identities, corporealities or
anything else. But it is a shame that we are cruelly attached to infrastructures that drain our
capacity for creating the political alliances and educational contexts we need more than
ever.

Facebook’s steadily increasing dominance makes it hard to imagine social networking
alternatives, despite the fading memory of predecessors and a smattering of lonely
competitors. Perhaps this is in part because social networks that make true structural
innovations (i.e. Snapchat) quickly see their features incorporated into Facebook and/or
Facebook-owned Instagram and Messenger. However, despite having over 2 billion users, it
is unlikely that humanity will interface with computers, tablets and phones forever. If the
flow of speculative capital to artificial intelligence, machine learning, computational
neuroscience and the other corporeal technologies highlighted in Chapter 4 are any
indication, the body itself might be the next big digital platform.

The Social Body
Perhaps the greatest potential for breaks in the habitual circuits of haptic engagement and
for the reinvention of our affective experience of the digital is “the very first time a
particular instrument, system, or technique is introduced” (Winner 1980, 127-128). This is
in part why the coming involvement with more ambient, environmental, and sensual digital
technologies offers me some hope, even as it is tempered by the dominance of
instrumentalized visions of the computational corporeal. Queers should celebrate the
vulnerability and openness of the human body, and work to imagine new ways to visualize
and perform those social bodies that stretch across distance and time. This is particularly
needed now, since despite the digital/queer turn to the body, our current engagements with
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digital technologies largely leave us feeling alienated from other bodies (the bodies of the
workers who are asked to monitor violent content so we don’t have to see it [Winsor 2017]
and the bodies we no longer notice as we pass them on the street looking at our phones)
and our own (as I write this I have a brace on my wrist to help mitigate the typing-related
carpal tunnel I didn’t notice until it was already quite painful).

So of course, it is correct that we are always already embodied online; especially now when
the digital directs and entertains us as we navigate those bodies through space. But what
the backlash to social constructionism (and the turn to the body) sometimes forgets is the
reason why early queer scholars of digital studies were so sanguine about the utopian
possibilities of computers: for many, IRL embodiment is painful, cumbersome and violent.
While the body is the source of many pleasures, we are surely most frequently called to turn
inward to the corporeal when we are feeling unwell, misfit or otherwise alienated. It is not a
surprise then that many of the body-focused applications and devices being constructed are
designed to fit in those moments where our attention is brought to the body as a source of
anxiety, pain, and unease111. But if this data is collected and networked through proprietary
platforms we let overcapitalized corporations decide what is best for the collective corporeal.
To leverage the power of digital technologies to make new connections across distance,
queers need to be start imagining possibilities outside of commercial instrumentalization.
Academics, despite increasing pressure to participate in the commercialization of their
knowledge production (Heller 2016, 171-203), are in a unique position to help decentralize
the use value of networked data.

That said, the tendency towards vagueness in my own appropriated queer method speaks
to the challenges of this vision. An understanding of the digital humanities that expects

111 Thus we are unlikely to be interested in a sleep app (such as Sleep Cycle) unless we have trouble sleeping or
we find ourselves convinced that some other body trouble is caused by unconscious circadian disjuncture.
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English or Sociology professionals to create groundbreaking digital applications is a vision
already steeped in the neoliberal ethos of individualism and overwork. Most academics just
don’t have the capacity to develop both theoretically and technically sophisticated platforms,
especially ones constructed in consultation with those underserved by existing platforms
and apps. These technologies need to not only be created but continuously updated and
modified, because even a clever and useful tool can become irrelevant with platform
updates or shifts.

This speaks to the need for truly interdisciplinary work that doesn’t just move between the
humanities and humanistic social sciences. We need more queer natural and computational
scientists who understand the value of collaborating with social theory-minded colleagues.
The bigger problem however remains university funding models that rarely commit to longterm interdisciplinary work at a high level. Instead of hiring more tenure-track professors,
cutting course loads, and reimagining publishing expectations to encourage creative
collaborative thinking, we see movement in the opposite direction. Imagine the possibilities
if academia adopted something along the lines of Google’s famous 20% time112, cutting
administrative responsibilities and creating spaces for conversation and creation across
discipline and generation113.

While it is enjoyable to imagine the possibilities of collectivities of queer scholars committed
to a generative engagement with computation centered on the unmet desires and missed
connections of the digital age, for this vision to materialize there needs to be real material
change, not just in American universities but also in the systems that fund them. In this

112 The now iconic policy with long roots in tech that encourages Google employees to spend 20% of their working
hours tinker on projects unrelated to their immediate responsibilities (see Tate 2012).
113 Developing more spaces of conversation between undergrads, grad students and both junior and senior
professors would help with maintaining project continuity by getting different generations of scholars invested in an
idea
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way I am still committed to the utopian spirit of queer futurity. José Muñoz has written of
queerness as a “doing for and towards the future,” a performance that proclaims that “this
world is not enough” (2009, 1). Give us the dashed dreams of the digital and let us build a
new world with the silicon ashes.
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